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This study compared the perceptions of special education administrators (SEAs) and
special education teachers (SETs) regarding the importance of administrative supports in
retaining SETs, and also explored SETs’ levels of satisfaction with current supports and factors
that correlated with satisfaction. Survey methods were used to identify and compare the
perceptions of the importance of 23 administrative supports to the retention of SETs by 39 Maine
SEAs and 122 Maine SETs. Using a framework developed by House (1981), administrative
support items were assigned to one of four categories of support: emotional, instrumental,
informational, or appraisal. The results of the study indicated that SEAs perceived emotional
supports as being more important to the retention of SETs than other forms of supports, while
SETs rated the importance of emotional and instrumental supports as more important than the
other two types of supports. There was alignment between both groups for only two items that
were deemed as most important to teacher retention: (a) showing genuine concern for teachers’
program and students and (b) providing support when teachers become overloaded. SETs
indicated varying levels of satisfaction with SEA-provided supports. Although they were
generally satisfied with most supports they received, three supports that were perceived as

highest in importance were ranked as lowest in satisfaction: (a) having input into decisions that
affect me, (b) providing support when I become overloaded, and (c) having time for non-teaching
responsibilities. Correlational analyses revealed a relationship between satisfaction and two SET
characteristics and job conditions: frequency of interaction with SEAs and intent to remain in the
profession. SETs who interacted with their administrator at least once a week, tended to be more
satisfied with supports than teachers who interacted less frequently. In addition, SETs who
indicated intent to remain in the profession for two or fewer years were significantly less
satisfied with supports received than those indicating intent to remain three or more years. There
was no relationship between SET satisfaction and length of teaching experience, type of special
education program, or caseload size.
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CHAPTER 1
STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM
Teacher Supply
A persistent and severe shortage of special education teachers (SETs) has long been
identified as a problem in the United States (McLeskey, Tyler & Flippin, 2004). In their 20152016 reports to the U.S. Department of Education, forty-eight states identified special education
as a shortage area (Sutcher, Darling-Hammond, & Carver-Thomas, 2016). SET shortages have
been especially noted in rural areas (which make up 40% of the nation’s districts) (Berry, 2012),
and in high poverty, high minority schools (Podolsky, Kini, Bishop & Darling-Hammond, 2016).
Overall, reports have indicated that the U.S. teacher supply is shrinking, with an attrition
rate of about 8% annually (Sutcher et al., 2016). Within the field of special education, the
Council for Exceptional Children (2000) commissioned a study of the conditions of teaching
children with exceptional learning and created a report titled: The Bright Futures Report
(Coleman, 2000). Findings in the report were based on two years of intensive research and field
work including surveys with 246 SETs, 158 SEAs, 110 principals, and 72 regular education
teachers, as well as data from national databases and a set of published research studies that were
completed during the five years prior to the report. The survey examined four areas: (a) materials
available, (b) physical facilities, (c) collegiality/professionalism, and (d) communication. Data
were analyzed to compare general education and special education, teachers and administrators,
and elementary and secondary groups. Coleman (2000) reported that experienced SETs were
leaving their jobs at nearly twice the rate of general educators. Additionally, Coleman found that
inexperienced and unqualified SETs, who have lower levels of commitment to the field, were
even more likely to leave the profession. Coleman reported that although college and university
programs in the United States prepared approximately 17,000 SETs annually, this was only
1

about half the number needed to replace those that were leaving the field each year. Additionally,
The Bright Futures report concluded that shortages were more the result of high attrition from
the profession than insufficient recruitment into the profession, a conclusion that has been
confirmed in recent research (e.g. Berry, Petrin, Gravelle, & Farmer, 2011; Bettini, Cheyney,
Wang, & Leko, 2015; Cowan, Goldhaber, Hayes, & Theobald, 2016; Podolsky et al., 2016;
Sutcher et al., 2016). More recently, the Bureau of Labor Statistics projected an 8% increase in
the number of SETs who will be needed between 2016 and 2026 (U.S. Department of Labor,
2018).
Teacher Attrition Factors
Numerous factors have been identified as contributing to SET attrition, including lack of
administrative support, burnout, classroom conditions, excessive paperwork, professional
isolation, physical exhaustion, challenging student behaviors, role ambiguity, and the diverse
instructional needs of the students (Billingsley, 2004a; Boe, Bobbitt, & Cook, 1997; Coleman,
2000; Embich, 2001; Miller, Brownell, & Smith, 1999; Podolsky et al., 2016; Sutcher et al.,
2016). In her extensive review of the literature, Billingsley (2004a) linked the following teacher
characteristics and qualifications to greater risk of attrition: (a) being younger and inexperienced,
(b) lacking certification, and (c) having higher test scores (e.g. National Teacher Exam scores).
Additionally, she concluded that work environment factors (e.g. low salaries, lack of
administrative support) may lead to negative effects (e.g. high levels of stress, low levels of job
satisfaction), and ultimately to withdrawal and attrition. Among the latter factors, lack of
administrative support may be particularly critical to address because of its potential to influence

2

almost all of the other factors that contribute to attrition. Indeed, Coleman (2000) found that
teachers who left the field cited a lack of administrative understanding of and support for their
work as a key factor in their decision to stay in or leave the profession.
Prior analyses of the work conditions for SETs have indicated that much of what SETs
believe and do is influenced by actions of and interactions with administrators (Coleman, 2000;
Lashley & Boscardin, 2003). For example, from their interviews with 93 Florida SETs who had
left the classroom, Brownell, Smith, McNellis, and Miller (1997) concluded that attrition
resulting from stress, certification status, and workload manageability was reduced
when teachers perceived their administrators to be supportive. Other investigators have
concluded that educators who perceived their administrators as supportive tended to be more
committed (Cancio, Albrecht, & Johns, 2013), more satisfied with their jobs, and less likely to
express intention to leave (Billingsley, 2004a). At the same time, Coleman (2000) found that the
perspectives of teachers differed greatly from those of administrators. Although teachers reported
concerns, growing frustration, and beliefs that their situation was not understood, administrators,
on the other hand, reported that conditions of teaching were positive and not as dire as teachers
professed.
Research Questions
While there has been considerable evidence linking SET attrition and administrative
support, researchers have noted that studies to date have not clearly identified the types of
supports that teachers most value and desire nor have they examined administrators’ perspectives
on the supports that they perceive to be important in increasing teacher retention (Billingsley,
2004a; Cancio et al., 2013). Given this gap in the literature, further investigation was warranted
to identify and compare the supports that special education administrators (SEAs) perceive are

3

important to teacher retention with the supports that SETs perceive as important, and to identify
the level of satisfaction that SETs have with the supports currently received. The purpose of this
study was to identify the gaps that exist between the perceptions of SETs and their SEAs with
regard to the importance of SEA-provided supports. Specifically, the study addressed three
research questions:
1. To what extent is there alignment between the types of supports SEAs perceive to be
most important in retaining SETs and those that SETs perceive to be most important?
2. How satisfied are SETs with the supports they currently receive from their SEAs?
3. What factors are associated with greater SET satisfaction with supports they receive from
their SEAs?

4

CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Researchers and policy analysts have identified insufficient retention of SETs as a major
challenge in the field (e.g. Billingsley, 2004a; Cancio et al., 2013; Coleman, 2000). SETs work
with students who have significant learning, behavioral, emotional and/or physical challenges
that impact their success in school. These students require instruction and supportive services
that are research-based, implemented with fidelity, and provided by highly trained, qualified
teachers. Unfortunately, many of the teachers who are hired to work with special needs students
lack the proper certification, training, or experience to be effective. Because of their
inexperience, and related feelings of ineffectiveness and frustration, SETs may choose to leave
special education - a result known as attrition (Billingsley & Cross, 1992; Billingsley, 2004a;
Gersten, Keating, Yovanoff, & Harniss, 2001; Kaff, 2004).
Within the literature on special education, SET attrition generally refers to one of three
changes in employment: (a) a teacher moving from special education into general education, (b)
a teacher moving to a special education position in a different building or district, or (c) a teacher
leaving the profession entirely (Billingsley, 2004a; Coleman, 2000). Approximately half of the
SETs who enter the field will leave before their fifth year (Fish & Stephens, 2010). According to
experts in the field, SET shortages or inexperience contribute to less than adequate educational
experiences for students with disabilities, lower achievement levels, and lack of preparation or
skills to graduate and enter the workforce (Coleman, 2000; Darling-Hammond & Sclan, 1996;
Podolsky et al., 2016). High teacher attrition rates, therefore, continue to be of great concern and
require further study to identify ways to increase retention of SETs.

5

Administrative support has the potential to influence many factors that contribute to
teacher attrition including burnout, challenging student behaviors, classroom conditions, the
diverse instructional needs of the students, excessive paperwork, physical exhaustion,
professional isolation, and role ambiguity (Boe et al., 1997; Coleman, 2000; Embich, 2001;
Miller et al., 1999). In the literature review below, I discuss research on teacher retention and the
relationship between administrative support (central office or building administrators) and SET
attrition.
Special Education Teacher Shortages
A shortage typically is defined as the inability to fill vacancies using current wages with
persons qualified to teach in the fields needed (Sutcher et al., 2016). Current shortages come as
school districts are refilling positions cut during the recession of 2008 and as teacher attrition
rates are high (Sutcher et al., 2016). Additionally, teacher preparation program enrollments have
decreased 35% nationwide during the past five years. All totaled, this is a decrease of nearly
240,000 teachers between 2009 and 2014 (Sutcher et al., 2016). With an ongoing need for new
teachers and a reduced supply of certified teachers available, districts must either hire uncertified
staff, increase class sizes, cancel classes, use short-term substitutes, or assign teachers from other
specialties to fill the voids (Sutcher et al., 2016).
Impact of Shortages on Special Needs Students
Because of shortages in the teaching workforce, uncertified teachers are often hired to
work with students with special needs (Billingsley, 2004a). The single most important school
influence in a student’s education is a well prepared, caring, and qualified teacher, yet many
individuals with exceptionalities do not receive the high-quality education required to reach
successful adult outcomes (Coleman, 2000). As reported by Billingsley (2004b), based on 2003
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data from the U.S. Department of Education, during the 2000-2001 school year, 47,532 SETs
nationally (11.4% of all SETs) lacked appropriate certification. Billingsley (2004b) suggested
that hiring uncertified and unqualified teachers is particularly costly to students with disabilities:
“Those students who need the most assistance lose critical learning opportunities as these new
teachers struggle to figure out what to do” (p. 370).
Impact of Shortages in Maine
In the state of Maine, SET shortages have been noted annually since the early 1990s and
were again predicted for school year 2017-2018 (Maine Department of Education, 2016). During
the 2015-2016 school year, Maine employed 4,504 (95%) fully certified SETs, and 256 (5%)
SETs without full certification (Maine Department of Education, 2016). Unfortunately, overall
education graduates in Maine have decreased by 36% in less than 10 years (Maine DOE, 2016).
Given these trends, retaining qualified teachers that come into the profession is crucial to
providing quality programs to special needs students in Maine.
Development of a comprehensive approach to reduce attrition of teachers would reduce
the demand for hiring new teachers each year and allow districts to use those savings toward
developing mentoring programs and other initiatives to improve instruction and programming
(Sutcher et al., 2016). Thus, in order to improve outcomes for our students we need to cultivate
and retain a qualified staff of SETs. If attrition rates continue as they have, then this will be a
difficult task. Development of administrative policy and activities may be one solution to this
problem, but first we need to better understand what the research tells us about teaching and
working conditions for SETs.

7

Factors that Contribute to Special Education Teacher Attrition and Retention
In her critical analysis of the research literature, Billingsley (2004a) reviewed studies that
investigated factors contributing to SET attrition and retention focusing on four major themes:
(a) teacher characteristics and personal factors, (b) teacher qualifications, (c) work environments,
and (d) teachers’ affective reactions to work. Two conceptual models provided the basis for
examining factors that influence teachers’ decisions to stay in or leave the profession. The first
was Billingsley’s (1993) schematic representation and included three broad categories: external
factors, employment factors, and personal factors. External factors (e.g. economic, societal,
institutional) are presumed to have an indirect impact on teachers’ career decisions because these
factors are derived from outside sources. Personal factors (e.g. life circumstances, priorities) are
those that occur outside the context of employment and may directly or indirectly influence
teachers’ career decisions. Employment factors (e.g. professional qualifications; work conditions
and rewards; commitment), the primary focus of this model, were hypothesized by Billingsley
(1993) to have a direct impact on commitment.
The second conceptual model, offered by Brownell and Smith (1993), was based on
Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) ecological model of four interrelated systems. Brownell and Smith
(1993) adapted this model to examine variables related to teachers’ career decisions and
included: (a) the microsystem (a system of relationships and classroom variables that interact
with the teacher), (b) the mesosystem (includes facets of the microsystem, plus workplace
variables such as collegiality and administrative support), (c) the exosystem (social structures
and the socioeconomic level of a community), and (d) the macrosystem (dominant cultural
beliefs and ideologies, and economic conditions of the community).
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Prior research examined in Billingsley’s (2004a) literature review was generally divided
into two major approaches to studying teacher attrition and retention: (a) studies that examined
existing populations of teachers to determine their future intent to leave the profession, and (b)
studies that examined final, attrition decisions of teachers. The latter method of examining
attrition behavior has been noted to be more time-consuming and costly (Billingsley, 2004a).
While using the intent to leave variable has been considered controversial by some researchers
who question its applicability to actual attrition behavior (Billingsley, 2004a), other researchers
have found a relationship between future plans and actual attrition behaviors (Gersten et al.,
2001). Thus, studying retention using this approach seems reasonable.
Billingsley’s (2004a) review of the literature revealed two key findings. First, certain
teacher characteristics and levels of qualification may be linked to attrition. These included: (a)
being younger and less experienced, (b) lacking proper certification, (c) achieving higher scores
on their exams (e.g. Scholastic Aptitude Test, National Teacher Exam), and (d) having personal
reasons such as staying home to raise children or moving for a spouse’s job. Second, work
environment factors (e.g. lack of administrative support) may lead to increased stress, reduced
job satisfaction, and reduced commitment to the organization or the job, which in turn may lead
to attrition behaviors.
More recently, Fish and Stephens (2010) studied the factors that contributed to career
decisions of 57 SETs in a metropolitan region of a southwest state. Participants completed a
survey to indicate their perceptions of factors that contributed to (a) their decisions to pursue a
profession in special education, (b) their job satisfaction or dissatisfaction, and (c) their decisions
to remain in or to leave the field of special education. The majority of participants indicated
overall job satisfaction levels that were relatively high; however, lower satisfaction levels with
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their particular district were noted compared with their satisfaction with their specific role within
that district. It should be noted that the majority of SETs in this study had five or more years
experience – a factor that has been indicated by other researchers to increase potential retention
(Boe, Cook, & Sunderland, 2008). SETs in this study ranked a lack of administrative support and
excess paperwork as two factors that most impacted their levels of frustration. Despite these
frustrations, the majority of participants indicated a high probability of remaining in the field of
special education and only one indicated he/she might leave within the next five years due to
overall dissatisfaction. Overall, participants indicated that although their districts took careful
measures to effectively recruit new SETs, SETs’ perceptions of efforts to retain these teachers
were less favorable. The impact of teacher job satisfaction is discussed in the next section.
Impact of Job Satisfaction and Commitment on Retention
To identify the factors that influence teacher commitment to remain in the profession and
job satisfaction among general and special educators, Billingsley and Cross (1992) surveyed 463
SETs and 493 general educators in Virginia. Responses were analyzed using scales that
measured commitment (e.g. professional and organizational commitment) and job satisfaction,
stress, leadership support (e.g. principal), role conflict (seen when inconsistent behaviors are
expected from an individual), and role ambiguity (the lack of necessary information available to
an individual). Based on their analyses of the responses, Billingsley and Cross reported that job
satisfaction for both general and special educators was associated with greater support from
leadership, more work involvement, and reduced levels of role conflict and stress. Commitment
to the organization for both groups was associated with more leadership support and less role
conflict. For SETs in particular, reduced levels of stress and role ambiguity were associated with
increased job satisfaction. Billingsley and Cross (1992) concluded that perceptions by SETs of
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higher levels of role conflict and role ambiguity than those experienced by general educators
were linked to increased stress and burnout among special educators. Based on these findings,
Billingsley and Cross (1992) suggested that to increase job satisfaction and increase retention of
staff, more attention should be paid to role conflict and role ambiguity. More recent studies have
further clarified the relationship between satisfaction, commitment, and retention.
In her review of the literature, Billingsley (2004a) reported that one of the most important
ways to reduce attrition is to increase teachers’ job satisfaction because these two factors have
been linked in studies of teacher intentions (e.g. Billingsley & Cross, 1992; Billingsley, Gersten,
Gillman, & Morvant, 1995; Gersten et al., 2001). Previous studies examined by Billingsley
(2004a) indicated that different work conditions, such as creating supportive relationships with
teachers and principals, reducing stress, clarifying job expectations, and offering professional
support to teachers should help improve teacher satisfaction (Cross & Billingsley, 1994; Gersten
et al., 1994; Singh & Billingsley, 1996). With regard to commitment, Billingsley (2004a) found
that several studies have indicated that a strong relationship exists between higher levels of
professional and organizational commitment, remaining in the profession (Miller et al., 1999) or
indicating intent to remain in the profession (Billingsley & Cross, 1992; Gersten et al., 2001;
Littrell, Billingsley, & Cross, 1994).
Impact of Professional Development, Support, and School Culture on Retention
Gersten et al. (2001) conducted a study that added to the growing body of research on job
satisfaction, commitment, and retention. The primary differences between the Gersten et al.
(2001) study and the study completed by Billingsley and Cross (1992) were that Gersten et al.
(2001) surveyed only SETs, and they looked at predicted and actual factors for leaving. Using
survey instruments that included attitudinal scales, they gathered 614 SETs’ perceptions of the
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factors that lead to SET attrition and retention. Approximately 15 months after the surveys,
follow up interviews were conducted with 33 respondents who had indicated intent to leave the
profession within the next year to determine if intent was actualized. Of the 33 participants who
reported intent to leave, 69% had actually left the field of special education, a finding that
indicates a fairly strong connection between reported intent to leave and actually leaving.
Gersten et al. (2001) identified several factors that participants identified as influential in
their decisions to remain in or to leave the field of special education. These factors included (a)
being understood, (b) being listened to, (c) receiving professional development, (d) receiving
support for conflicts, (e) obtaining building level support, (f) having opportunities to observe and
learn from each other, and (g) having positive working conditions and appropriate job design.
From these findings, Gersten et al. (2001) identified three critical components to support and
retain qualified SETs: (a) relevant professional development opportunities, (b) support for
conflicts and the demands of the job, and (c) fostering a school culture that includes support from
fellow teachers.
Gersten et al. (2001) described professional development opportunities as the extent to
which SETs perceived that they were provided with opportunities to improve and receive
professional advancement. Gersten and colleagues found that SETs who perceived greater levels
of professional development opportunities experienced less job dissatisfaction. Billingsley
(2004a) found additional support for this finding in her review of the literature. For example,
Brownell, Smith, McNellis, and Lenk (1995) conducted qualitative interviews with 14 current
and ten former SETs and found that those who chose to remain in the profession were more
likely to take charge of some aspects of their own learning by seeking out professional
development opportunities to increase their skills. Brownell et al. (1995) suggested that SETs
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satisfaction with professional development opportunities was influenced by the content of the
professional development, when it takes place, the quality of the development, and benefits to
the teacher for participating.
Support for teachers can take many forms including administrative, colleague, and
induction and mentoring (Billingsley, 2004a). In her review of the literature, Billingsley (2004a)
reported that teachers are more likely to leave teaching, or indicate intent to leave, when there is
a lack of support from administrators and colleagues (e.g. Miller et al., 1999; George, George,
Gersten, & Grosenick, 1995). As reported by Billingsley (2004a), in their national study, Boe,
Barkanic and Loew (1999) found that teachers who remained in their positions were nearly four
times more likely to perceive their administrators’ behavior as supportive and encouraging than
teachers who left the profession. In a similar finding, Miller et al. (1999) found a strong
relationship between perceived support from building administrators and decisions to stay or
leave. Additionally, SETs and general education teachers who indicated receiving higher levels
of principal support were less inclined to stress and were more inclined to be committed to, and
satisfied with, their jobs compared with those teachers who received less support (Billingsley &
Cross, 1992). (A further discussion of the impact of supports provided by building and central
office administrators is presented in another section of this chapter.)
Although less attention has been paid to the relationship between supports provided by
colleagues and attrition, studies to date have provided mixed results. For example, in their study
of over 1,000 Florida SETs, Miller et al. (1999) found a relationship between levels of support
from colleagues and intent to stay or leave. Conversely, in their study of SETs of students with
emotional and behavioral challenges, George et al. (1995) found that nearly a quarter of these
SETs indicated that support received from their general education peers was inadequate, but their
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reported intent to stay or leave was not related to these peer relationships. Billingsley (2004a)
suggested that a plausible explanation for the differences discovered in these studies may have
been related to the methods of gathering data (e.g. open-ended responses versus questionnaires),
whether measurement was based on intent to leave versus leaving, and sample size differences.
Another form of support provided to beginning teachers is in the form of induction and
mentoring (Billingsley, 2004a). Billingsley suggested that it is critical to support beginning
teachers because they are at greater risk of leaving in the first few years of employment and yet
few special education attrition studies have focused on the relationship between early career
supports and attrition. In one such study, Whitaker (2000) explored SETs’ perceptions of
effective mentoring programs and examined the impact of these programs on their intent to
remain in the field, and their level of satisfaction. Those SETs with higher levels of induction
support were more likely to express positive beliefs surrounding the manageability of their role,
to reach the most difficult students, and to feel successful in delivering instruction to students
with disabilities. However, there did not appear to be a significant relationship between level of
induction support that was provided to new teachers and their intent to stay in the profession.
Another significant finding from Whitaker (2000) was that mentoring support provided by a
fellow SET (as opposed to a general education teacher mentor) was an important factor in
delivering effective mentorship.
School climate is one of the broadest work environment variables covered in the
literature for special education attrition (Billingsley, 2004a). Billingsley (2004a) cited three large
scale studies (A High-Quality Teacher for Every Classroom, 2002; Billingsley, Carlson & Klein,
2004; Miller et al., 1999) and reported a relationship indicating that teachers who had a positive
view of school climate were more likely to stay, or to indicate intent to stay, in the profession
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compared with those who held a less positive view of school climate. The studies used different
measures of school climate (e.g. the morale of staff, the provision or availability of necessary
materials, cooperation among staff members, administrative behavior). Billingsley (2004a)
indicated that although researchers have attempted to separate these various work-related factors
that affect school climate, it is a difficult process because they are “inextricably linked” (p.45).
Regardless, climate is an important variable to consider because it gets at the overall opinion of
whether a school or district is a good place to work (Billingsley, 2004a).
In summary, these studies suggested that job satisfaction and commitment were important
factors in teacher decisions to stay or leave. Furthermore, there appeared to be a substantial
connection between intent to leave and actually leaving the profession, a finding that supported
the validity of previous research findings such as Billingsley and Cross (1992) that were based
on intent to leave. A discussion of a differing conceptual framework of administrative support
follows next.
Framework for Conceptualizing Administrative Support
In the following discussion of studies related to administrative support, some researchers
have drawn upon the foundational work of House (1981) who studied the effects of social
support on work-stress, health, and the relationship between stress and health. House surveyed
1,809 white, male factory workers in a large tire, rubber, chemicals, and plastics manufacturing
plant located in a small northeastern city. The survey included items related to the effects of
social support, work stress, health, and the relationship between stress and health in their
workplace. Examples of items included: How much can each of these people (e.g. supervisor,
other people at work, spouse, friends and relatives) be relied on when things get tough at work?
and My supervisor is very concerned about the welfare of those working under him. Participants

15

responded to items using a 4-point scale (not at all, a little, somewhat, or very much, and not at
all true, not too true, somewhat true, very true). Based on his findings, House concluded that
work-related sources of social support (i.e. supervisory or administrative support) were the most
effective type of support in reducing occupational stress and in buffering the effects of stress on
employee health.
House (1981) conceptualized support as a multidimensional concept that included a wide
range of behaviors. He categorized these behaviors and concluded “that social support is an
interpersonal transaction involving one or more of the following (a) emotional concern (liking,
love, empathy); (b) instrumental aid (goods or services); (c) information (about the
environment); or (d) appraisal (information relevant to self-evaluation)” (p. 39). Although job
conditions vary for factory workers and teachers, subsequent researchers have used this
framework to design surveys pertaining to the relationship between support and teacher attrition
and retention. In the sections that follow, I examine more recent research on these forms of
support in an educational context including studies that investigated educators’ relationships with
their principal and studies that focused on the relationship between SETs and their SEAs.
Role of the Principal in Special Education Teacher Attrition
In a study of principal effects on SET and general educators’ attrition rates, Littrell et al.
(1994) used a questionnaire to survey the perspectives of 385 SETs and 313 general educators in
Virginia on the relationship between principal support and their stress, job satisfaction, school
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commitment, health, and intent to stay in teaching. Littrell et al. (1994) developed their survey to
include items in each of the four categories of social support within House’s (1981) framework
and defined the four categories as follows (p. 297):
1. Emotional support. Principals show teachers that they are esteemed, trusted professionals
and worthy of concern by such practices as maintaining open communication, showing
appreciation, taking an interest in teachers’ work, and considering teachers’ ideas.
2. Instrumental support. Principals directly help teachers with work-related tasks, such as
providing necessary materials, space, and resources, ensuring adequate time for teaching
and nonteaching duties, and helping with managerial-type concerns.
3. Informational support. Principals provide teachers with useful information that they can
use to inform classroom practices. For example, principals provide informational support
by authorizing teachers’ attendance at in-service workshops, offering practical
information about effective teaching practices and providing suggestions to improve
instruction and classroom management.
4. Appraisal support. As instructional leaders, principals are charged with providing
ongoing personnel appraisal, such as frequent and constructive feedback about their
work, information about what constitutes effective teaching, and clear guidelines
regarding job responsibilities.
Littrell et al. (1994) developed a questionnaire containing several sections including
items on: principal support, stress, job satisfaction, school commitment, personal health, and
intent to remain in teaching. The questionnaire was mailed to a random sample of 201 SETs of
students with emotional disturbance, 206 SETs of students with learning disabilities, and 206
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SETs of students with mental retardation. All SETs invited were also asked to provide the survey
to one typical, general education teacher in their school. Thus a total of 613 general education
and 613 SETs were potential participants.
The support items used in the Littrell et al. (1994) survey were based on House’s (1981)
framework for support, and also included ideas obtained from open-ended teacher interviews and
from the literature. Their primary finding was that principal support was important to teachers’
self-reported well-being. More specifically, principals who were perceived as emotionally
supportive and who provided informational support were more likely to retain teachers who were
satisfied with their work. These findings were consistent with the results of previous research
(e.g. Billingsley & Cross, 1992; Cross & Billingsley, 1994; Billingsley, Gersten, et al., 1995)
indicating that support is an important factor in teacher retention.
With regard to school commitment, Littrell et al. (1994) found that both instrumental and
emotional support were significant predictors for both general and SETs’ feelings of
commitment to their schools. They hypothesized that emotional support provided teachers with a
sense of belonging that motivated them to higher performance and involvement in their
buildings. Additionally, when teachers reported a greater level of emotional support provided by
principals, they reported fewer health problems. Overall, they concluded that administrators who
offered constructive feedback to teachers about their job performance, encouraged teacher
participation in decisions about school issues, showed concern for the teacher’s students and
programs, and fostered the teacher’s sense of importance promoted teachers’ willingness to
remain in the field.
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Littrell et al. (1994) reported that while most principals offered support to all educators in
their buildings, it was not always the kind of support that teachers believed was important. The
study results suggested that teachers believed that their principals were providing support;
however, not all teachers found the type of support or level of support given to be helpful. For
example, teachers reported instrumental support (e.g. principal assistance with discipline or
parent confrontations) as more important than informational support (e.g. provides opportunities
to attend conferences or workshops, or knowledge of legal policies); however, they reported
receiving more informational support than instrumental support.
Role of the Central Office Administrator in Retaining Teachers
While the above study focused on the relationship between building level administration
(i.e. principal) and teacher retention, few recent studies have investigated the relationship
between support provided by central office personnel such as SEAs and satisfaction and
retention of SETs. Although principals are critical to providing day-to-day support to teachers,
central office administrators oversee district, state and federal compliance regulations and laws
that are an important part of SETs’ case management responsibilities. To be fully informed and
supported on all aspects of these requirements there must be a positive working relationship
between SETs and their central office administrators.
Billingsley et al. (1995) investigated SET perceptions of both building-level and central
office level administrators. Using survey and interview data obtained from approximately 375
SETs in six large urban districts, Billingsley et al. (1995) summarized findings regarding SET
perceptions of their support needs and experiences with building-level principals and central
office supervisors.
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Overall, Billingsley et al.’s (1995) findings indicated the importance of positive working
relationships between SETs and their SEAs. Across each district, SET satisfaction, commitment,
and intent to leave were all highly associated with administrative support at the building and
central office level. They found, however, that SETs indicated frequent difficulties related to
their relationship with building level administration. Problems noted included lack of
understanding of what SETs did in their classrooms, failure to realize the significance of the
work challenges and accomplishments of SETs, limited assistance with specific challenges such
as discipline or mainstream efforts, and hesitation to involve teachers in decisions that shaped the
special education programs in their school. Many of the respondents reported positive and
supportive relationships with their building principals, yet still expressed concerns around the
above list. For example, even with an emphasis on inclusive education, many SETs reported that
they did not feel included in events in their school and that they received limited assistance from
their building administrator in integrating their students. Billingsley et al. (1995) concluded that
a great proportion of SETs felt isolated in their buildings and the level of isolation varied across
buildings and districts.
With regard to their relationship with the central office administrator (i.e. the SEA),
Billingsley et al. (1995) found that positive perceptions of the type and level of central office
support received was dependent on effective communication and clear administrative
expectations for special education that aligned with their core values and priorities. In many
cases, SETs reported that lack of frequent contact and a focus by SEAs on paperwork rather than
student progress, caused them to infer that administrators prioritized or valued legal compliance
over SETs’ abilities to make meaningful progress with students. Since SEAs were making
decisions from a distance and without adequate information, SETs were left feeling
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misunderstood, undervalued, and powerless to make change. Billingsley et al. (1995) concluded
that increased communication surrounding the values, priorities, policy, and rationale between
SEAs and SETs would benefit these relationships.
Defining administrative support has been an area of weakness in the literature (Cancio,
Albrecht, & Johns, 2013; House, 1981; Littrell et al., 1994). Since support needs vary depending
on the context of the situation, and since certain decisions will need to be made by specific
administrative staff, it is not surprising that a common definition of support remains elusive
(Billingsley et al., 1995). Cancio et al. (2013) conducted a study examining the relationship
between administrative support and attrition of SETs of students with emotional and behavioral
disorders (EBD). They also attempted to identify the most critical dimensions of administrative
support, using as a starting point House’s (1981) four categories of support: emotional,
instrumental, informational, and appraisal framework.
Specifically, Cancio et al. (2013) surveyed 408 certified and practicing SETs of students
with EBD. The online questionnaire consisted of 96 items in six clusters: (a) extent of
administrative support, (b) satisfaction with the job, (c) feelings about the job, (d) views about
the school, (e) self-descriptive statements, and (f) demographic information. Most items were
adapted from Littrell et al.’s (1994) earlier survey. An important feature of the survey was a
question about how long the respondent planned to teach. This item enabled the researchers to
identify those who indicated a probability of leaving in the short-term and those who were likely
to stay for the long-term.
Cancio et al. (2013) reported two key findings related to the different types of
administrative support perceived to be important to SETs of students with EBD, and the impact
of administrative support on SETs’ satisfaction, school commitment, and intent to stay in
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teaching. First, using factor analysis, (and the same support definitions proposed by Littrell et al.,
1994), Cancio et al. (2013) identified four administrative support factors of importance to SETs
of students with EBD, three of which aligned with House’s framework: guidance and feedback
(i.e. similar to appraisal support), opportunity for growth (i.e. similar to informational support),
and trust (i.e. similar to emotional support). House’s fourth category, instrumental support, did
not surface in Cancio et al.’s (2013) factor analysis. Instead, they identified appreciation as a
fourth factor of importance. Cancio et al. (2013) defined appreciation as administrators showing
teachers that they were respected and worthy of concern.
Second, Cancio et al. (2013) found that for the SETs who intended to remain in the
profession long-term, higher levels of support from administrators in opportunity for growth,
appreciation, and trust were noted compared to those SETs intending to leave in the short-term.
Mean ratings for job satisfaction and views about the school were significantly higher for longterm SETs than for those who intended to leave prior to retirement. Furthermore, similar to
Littrell et al. (1994), Cancio et al. (2013) found that SETs’ commitment to remain in the
profession was related to satisfaction with the work setting, pride in the school, loyalty to their
colleagues and students, and ownership and investment in their programs.
Summary of the Literature
One of the largest malleable influences on teacher attrition is administrative support
(Billingsley, 2004a). Positive working relationships between SETs and their administrators is
therefore of utmost importance (Billingsley et al., 1995). Teachers who feel supported by their
administrators have reported a greater likelihood of remaining in the profession indicating that
administrators have the potential to promote teachers’ willingness to remain in the field (Littrell
et al., 1994). Administrative support is multidimensional and often is categorized into four types
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of support: emotional, instrumental, informational, and appraisal (Cancio et al., 2013; House,
1981; Littrell et al. 1994). Not all teachers, however, have found the type or level of support
provided to them to be helpful (Coleman, 2000; Littrell et al., 1994).
A significant missing piece in the research studies described above is what SEAs
perceive are important supports to retain SETs. In addition to knowing what SETs need and
value in the form of support, we need to better understand the perceptions of SEAs vis a vis
SETs’ needs and values. The present study sought to identify and address this gap in the
literature by surveying SEAs and their SETs on the importance of supports to teacher retention.
In addition, the study examined SETs’ satisfaction with supports received, and the relationship of
their satisfaction to their intent to remain in the profession.
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CHAPTER 3
METHOD
Overview
The purpose of this study was to compare the perceptions of SEAs and SETs regarding
the importance of SEA-provided supports to the retention of SETs and to investigate SET
satisfaction with the supports they receive. For this purpose, I used electronic survey methods to
obtain perceptions of both groups. Demographic information was also collected about the 37
participating districts through an online state database. All data collection occurred within a
three-month period between April and June 2018. In this chapter the sampling procedures,
survey design, and data analyses employed in this study are described. The research questions
that guided this study were:
1. To what extent is there alignment between the types of supports SEAs perceive to be
most important in retaining SETs and those that SETs perceive to be most important?
2. How satisfied are SETs with the supports they currently receive from their SEAs?
3. What factors are associated with greater SET satisfaction with supports they receive from
their SEAs?
Sampling Procedures
Recruitment of participants for this study was a two-step process first involving SEAs
and then SETs. Each of these steps is described below.
Recruitment of Special Education Administrators
I obtained a list of SEAs and their email addresses from the Maine Department of
Education database (https://www.maine.gov/doe/specialed/). Emails were sent to 147 out of 148
public school SEAs in the database inviting them to participate in the study. The only SEA that
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did not receive an email invitation was the SEA working in the district in which I am employed.
The invitation included a description of the study, informed consent, and a link to an online
survey (see Appendix A). Approximately one week after the original survey request was emailed,
all SEAs received a “thank you” for participating and a reminder/follow-up request to consider
participating if they hadn’t yet replied. A second and final request to participate was sent to nonresponding SEAs approximately two weeks after the initial invitation.
After I received completed surveys, I retrieved demographic information about the 37
school districts whose SEAs participated in the survey from the Maine Department of Education
data warehouse (MDOE Data Warehouse, July, 2018). The information was based on the
October 1 enrollment and staffing count for the 2017-2018 school year. I then replaced names of
school districts with code numbers in my database so that survey responses could no longer be
directly linked to specific districts. Characteristics of participating administrators and their
districts are described in the next chapter on survey results.
Recruitment of Special Education Teachers
After receiving survey responses from SEAs, the school websites in districts whose SEAs
participated in the SEA survey were reviewed in order to identify email addresses of SETs in
those districts. Email invitations to participate in the study were then sent to 488 SETs who
worked in the 37 school districts that had been named by respondents in the SEA’s survey. Two
of the 39 returned SEA surveys did not include the name of the school district, so invitations
were unable to be sent to SETs from those districts to participate in the study.
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The invitation to participate for SETs included a description of the current study,
informed consent, and a link to an online survey (see Appendix B). SET surveys were sent in
batches as SEA surveys were received and a thank you/reminder email was sent approximately
one week after the original survey request, and then again one week after that.
Surveys asked SETs to identify the name of their district. Upon receipt of completed
surveys, names of school districts were replaced with code numbers so that survey responses
could no longer be directly linked to specific districts. Characteristics of participating SETs are
described in the next chapter.
Survey Design
Original Survey
The starting point for the online survey was a survey instrument developed by Littrell et
al. (1994) which was modified for this current study. Littrell et al. designed their study to
identify general and SETs’ perceptions of principal support. Their survey included the following
sections: (a) ratings of support items, (b) the effects of perceived principal support on teacher
stress and (c) personal health, (d) job satisfaction, (e) school commitment, (f) intent to remain in
the profession, and (g) demographic information.
The first section of the Littrell et al. (1994) questionnaire consisted of 40 principal
support items aligned with the four dimensions of support described by House (1981). For each
of the 40 support items, respondents were asked to describe: (a) the extent of support they
received from their central office administrators, principal, assistant principal, special education
teachers, and general education teachers (1 = no extent to 4 = great extent); and (b) the
importance of receiving this support in their current role (1 = not important to 4 = very
important). In the next two sections, teacher stress and personal health were assessed by asking
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individuals to indicate the extent to which they experienced stressful feelings (e.g. frustration,
nervousness, tension), and health problems (e.g. headaches, sleeplessness, eating problems), and
used a 5-point response scale ranging from 1 (almost never) to 5 (almost always). In the fourth
section, teachers were asked to indicate their satisfaction with various aspects of their job (e.g.
importance and challenge, working conditions, salary and benefits) using a four point scale
ranging from 1 (very dissatisfied) to 4 (very satisfied). The fifth section, school commitment, was
measured using 12 attitudinal items (e.g. I feel very little loyalty to this school) using response
choices that ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The sixth section, teacher
intent to remain in teaching, was assessed by asking respondents to indicate how long they
planned to teach using choices that ranged from 1 (definitely plan to leave teaching as soon as I
can) to 5 (until forced to retire due to age). And finally, the last section, participant demographic
information, included age, race, gender, total number of years in current position, total years in
education, endorsements, and grade level taught. Additional questions in the participant
description section addressed school characteristics: the socioeconomic level of students, level of
parent support, and whether their school could be characterized by a feeling of camaraderie.
According to the authors, experts in support, survey methodology, and classroom teaching
reviewed the survey instrument. Littrell et al. (1994) also field-tested the survey with nine special
and seven general education teachers. Final revisions to the questionnaire were made based on
the comments and data received during field-testing.
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Current Survey
I obtained permission to use and modify the Littrell et al. (1994) survey from Sage
Publishing who now owns the rights to the Littrell et al. instrument (see Appendix C). I designed
and formatted two parallel surveys for administration through an online survey platform, the
Qualtrics Survey Program (www.qualtrics.com): one for SEAs and one for SETs (see complete
surveys in Appendix D and Appendix E).
I modified Littrell et al.’s (1994) survey in several ways. First, although Littrell et al.
(1994) included items on their survey that asked about personal effects of the job (e.g. stress,
health problems), those items were not included on this survey because they were not pertinent to
this study’s research questions. Second, the Littrell et al. (1994) questionnaire addressed supports
provided by multiple categories of personnel. Instructions to participants in my study were to
consider only the supports provided by their SEA. Third, the current study’s survey design was
shorter and only included three sections: (a) open-ended and fixed-choice items on participant
characteristics, (b) a scale for perceptions on administrator supports, interactions, and
satisfaction, and (c) an open-ended item that had not been part of the Littrell et al. (1994) survey.
Finally, Littrell et al. (1994) asked participants to rate the importance of supports and the
extent of support they received. The survey used in this study asked both SETs and SEAs to rate
the importance of SEA-provided supports specifically within the context of teacher retention. In
addition, SETs were asked to rate their level of satisfaction with the level of SEA-provided
support they received rather than the extent of support they received. Further information about
each section is provided below.
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Participant characteristics. The questions in the first section of the survey included
general demographic information about the administrator or teacher (i.e. gender, ethnicity,
number of years as an administrator or teacher, type of teaching certificate held, grade levels
served). The survey also asked administrators to indicate the number of special educator
positions that would need to be filled or replaced in the fall of 2018 and to identify the extent to
which the retention of special educators in their district had been an issue in the past. The survey
also asked teachers to indicate how long they planned to remain in their current position and to
identify a reason why they might leave their current position, both of which used a fixed-choice
question format.
Upon receipt of completed surveys, I obtained additional information online from the
Maine Department of Education Data Warehouse for each district: total student enrollment,
number of special education students, number of special education teachers, and percentage of
students eligible for free or reduced-price meals.
Importance of administrative supports to the retention of special education
teachers. Items in the second section of both surveys include a scale comprised of 23 items
related to one of the four types of supports identified by House (1981): emotional, instrumental,
informational, and appraisal support. The number of administrative support items selected for the
second section of the survey was reduced from 40 in the Littrell et al. (1994) survey for two
reasons. First, to limit survey length, items that were redundant with another item on the survey
were eliminated. For example, “allows me input into decisions that affect me” was retained, but
“considers my ideas” was eliminated. Second, some items were more applicable to a principal
rather than an SEA. For example, “equally distributes resources and unpopular chores,” was
eliminated as it is a task more commonly performed by principals than central administrators like
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a special education director. The wording of selected items in this section was nearly identical to
that in the original Littrell et al. (1994) survey and for both the SEA and SET surveys but with
slight changes in wording to match the respondents’ role. For example, the original item, “allows
me input into decisions that affect me” from the Littrell et al. (1994) survey was retained exactly
on the SET survey, but was reworded as “allowing teacher input into decisions that affect them”
on the SEA survey.
Both groups were asked to rate the importance of various administrative supports in
retaining special educators (e.g. offering constructive feedback after observing my teaching,
noticing my efforts, being easy to approach, helping during parent conflicts when necessary)
using the following response choices: 1=least important, 2=less important, 3=more important,
and 4=most important. SET surveys included an additional column to report level of satisfaction
with supports they currently receive and used a similar response scale: 1=least satisfied, 2= less
satisfied, 3=more satisfied, and 4=most satisfied. Within the survey, items were ordered
randomly rather than by type of administrative support identified by House (1981) to avoid a
response set based on a category of support. The method used by Littrell et al. (1994) to assign
support items to one of the four support categories was not described in their paper; however,
using their definitions for each category the items were sorted into one of the four categories.
Table 3.1 depicts the support items on each survey by category for this study.
To assess the reliability of the assignment of items to categories, I asked two additional
individuals, an SEA and a special education faculty member to sort the items by category.
Across the 69 judgments (i.e. 23 items judged by 3 individuals), there was full agreement on 66
items (96%). On the items where there was not 100% agreement, only one individual had placed
the item in a category other than the original sort.
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Table 3.1
Littrell et al. (1994) Administrative Support Items Assigned to Each House (1981) Support
Category
Support
Category
Administrative Support Item
Emotional
Allowing teacher input into decisions that affect them
Giving teachers a sense of importance that they make a difference
Showing appreciation for teachers’ work
Supporting teachers on reasonable decisions
Noticing teachers’ efforts
Showing genuine concern for teachers’ program and students
Being easy for teachers to approach

Instrumental
Providing teachers with materials and resources needed to do their job
Assisting teachers with proper identification of students with disabilities
Helping teachers during parent conflicts, when necessary
Providing teachers with time for various non-teaching responsibilities (e.g. IEP*
meetings or completing paperwork)
Helping teachers solve problems and conflicts that occur
Providing teachers with support when they become overloaded

Informational
Providing knowledge of current legal policies and administrative regulations
Providing information on up-to-date instructional & behavioral techniques
Providing opportunities for teachers to attend workshops or conferences
Identifying resource personnel for specific problems teachers are unable to solve
Providing suggestions to teachers to improve instruction
Providing opportunities for teachers to learn from fellow special education teachers

Appraisal
Giving clear guidelines regarding teachers’ job responsibilities
Offering constructive feedback after observing teaching
Providing standards for teachers’ performance
Providing frequent feedback about teachers’ performance

*IEP = individualized education plan or program
The second section of the SET survey also included one fixed-choice item in which
teachers indicated how frequently they typically interacted with their SEA given five choices:
daily, 2-4 times a week, once a week, 1-2 times a month, or less than monthly, and a second
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fixed-choice item that asked teachers to rank order the method of interaction most typically
experienced with their administrator given four choices: in person, by telephone, by
email/electronic communication, and by letter/interoffice mail.
Open-ended response item. Both the SET and SEA surveys concluded with a broad
open-ended question: Is there anything else you would like to add about the importance of
administrative supports in retaining special educators? The purpose of this question was to elicit
additional feedback to supplement conclusions drawn from importance and satisfaction ratings.
Survey Field Test
I piloted the survey with one SEA and three SETs in one district that would not be
participating in the study using the same description of the study, informed consent, survey
instructions and electronic link that I planned to use in the study. Pilot participants were asked to
provide feedback about portions of the survey instrument that might be confusing. Based on this
feedback, the introductory statements to the items in section two were adjusted to reduce
wordiness and unnecessary explanation. No other concerns or comments were reported about
survey questions. Participants reported that the survey took only five to seven minutes to
complete. Final revisions to the survey were made after meetings with doctoral co-chairpersons
and the doctoral committee.
Methods for Data Analyses
Data were downloaded from the Qualtrics online survey platform and entered into SPSS
for analyses. There were three types of data to analyze: (a) fixed choice items pertaining to
demographic and professional characteristics of the participants and their districts, (b) scaled
items based on importance and satisfaction ratings, and (c) one open-ended response item.
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Analyses of Fixed-Choice Items
To analyze fixed-choice items, I computed descriptive statistics relating to response rate,
and key demographic and professional characteristics of the participants and their districts. I
reported response frequencies for the response choices associated with these items.
Analyses of Survey Scales
To analyze survey scaled items I computed internal consistency reliability (coefficient
alpha) to ensure that all scales had sufficient reliability to support continued analyses.
Independent t-tests were used to compare SEA and SET perceptions of importance for the four
types of support and across the full set of 23 items, and paired samples t-tests were used to
compare SET importance ratings with satisfaction ratings. I examined trends in ratings on
individual items between and within the support scales to describe the participants’ perspectives
on the importance of supports. I conducted repeated measures of analysis of variance (ANOVA)
to determine whether importance ratings varied by subscale, and to determine if SET satisfaction
ratings varied by category of support. I also used correlational analyses to examine the
relationship between SET satisfaction levels and SET characteristics and job conditions. Alpha
was set at .05 in determining the statistical significance of results.
Analyses of Written Comments
To summarize the open-ended responses and compare them to other survey results, I
developed a set of coding guidelines. First, the original 97 responses were sorted into one of
three categories based on alignment of the response with the focus of the study on the importance
of special education administrative supports to retention of special educators: 1) special
education administrative support factors, 2) other retention factors, or 3) non-codable responses.
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The first category, special education administrative support factors, included comments
directly related to something special education administrators have responsibility for or that they
could potentially impact (e.g. “Special educators should be provided with meaningful
professional development rather than be an afterthought or forced to do professional
development that doesn’t apply to them.”).
The second category, other factors, included comments that addressed factors that special
education administrators could not directly impact (e.g. “Teacher training does not provide
special education teachers with the tools and skills they need to feel confident in their work.”).
This category also included comments that referenced responsibilities of other personnel (e.g.
“Building administration is the most important to be able to support my program as they are
available to help out in safety situations and decisions.”), or identified other challenges facing
special educators that might affect retention (e.g. “I very strongly feel that special educators are
taken advantage of in the general education world.”). Given that the purpose of this study was to
shed light on the views of SEAs and SETs regarding the importance to retention of supports
provided by SEAs, further analyses related to responses in the other factors category were not
conducted. However, the seven factors that were mentioned by two or more participants are
included in Appendix Table E.1, along with the number of administrators and teachers who cited
each factor.
The third category, non-codable responses, included comments that were not subjected to
any further categorization or analyses because they were (a) unrelated to the topic (e.g. “Good
luck on the research.”), (b) represented an ambiguous or incomplete thought or sentence (e.g.
“Cohesive sped team – Cohesive building team – availability – visibility”), or (c) were too vague

34

to categorize (e.g. “I have had some experience, in a past job, where I was a department
head/administrator, so I have a pretty good ‘base’ knowing about the role an administrator
plays.”).
Next, the 50 responses that fell into the first category (Special Education Administrative
Support Factors) were coded according to the four House (1981) factors: emotional supports,
instrumental supports, informational supports, and/or appraisal supports (see Table 3.1 for
specific items related to each support type). Some responses reflected more than one support
category. In these instances, multiple codes were assigned. For example, within the comment
“Student-centered decision making, feedback, support in difficult situations with parents,
training,” the support factors of emotional, appraisal, instrumental and informational were all
coded. To assess the reliability of assignment of responses to categories, a special education
faculty member was asked to use these guidelines to sort 25% of the responses. Across the 50
judgments (i.e. 25 items judged by two individuals) there was full agreement (on support
categories and House factors) on 48 items (96%). One rater judged the discrepant response item
as a special education administrative support while the other rater judged it as an “other factors”
support.
Summary
To date, only a few studies have addressed how SETs perceive the importance of
different forms of administrative support (Littrell et al., 1994; Billingsley et al., 1995;
Billingsley, 2004b; Cancio et al., 2013). In addition, I was unable to locate any studies that
investigated how SEAs view the importance of the supports that they provide to SETs. Based on
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these gaps in the literature, it is important to understand the importance of SEA-provided
supports as viewed by SEAs and SETs, and to understand the perceived level of satisfaction with
supports by SETs. The results of the analyses are discussed in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 4
RESULTS
This chapter presents results from analyses of survey responses. Specifically, I analyzed
the importance of supports to the retention of SETs from the perspective of both SEAs and SETs.
Additionally, the satisfaction expressed by SETs with current levels of support, and the
relationship between satisfaction with supports and SET characteristics were examined including
(a) number of years of experience, (b) number of students on caseload, (c) type of program, (d)
intended length of continued service in this role, and (e) frequency of interaction with their SEA.
Finally, I examined responses to an open-ended item that allowed respondents the opportunity to
provide written comments on the importance of SEA-provided supports. In the sections that
follow, I describe the characteristics of participating SEAs and SETs, and present the results of
analyses bearing on three research questions:
1. To what extent is there alignment between the types of supports SEAs perceive to be
most important in retaining SETs and those that SETs perceive to be most important?
2. How satisfied are SETs with the supports they currently receive from their SEAs?
3. What factors are associated with greater SET satisfaction with supports they receive from
their SEAs?
In this chapter, I begin by describing the sample. Second, I report on SEAs’ perceptions
of retention in their districts, SETs’ intentions to remain in or leave the profession, and SETs’
frequency and mode of interactions with their SEA. Then, I describe the results of perceptions of
the importance of supports to the retention of SETs and SETs’ level of satisfaction with SEAprovided supports. Finally, I report on support factors associated with SET satisfaction and I
analyze responses to the open-ended item.
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Description of Sample
Thirty-nine SEAs participated in this study, including two SEAs who did not identify
their districts. One hundred twenty-two SETs participated in the survey. In the sections below,
characteristics of the participating school districts and each group of participants are described.
Participating School Districts
I obtained information about the 37 school districts whose SEAs participated in the
survey from the Maine Department of Education data warehouse (MDOE Data Warehouse, July,
2018). The information was based on the October 1 count of school year 2017-2018. Table 4.1
displays key demographic characteristics of the districts served by SEAs in the sample and
compares them to district characteristics statewide. As can be seen, there was considerable
variability across districts on all characteristics, but the means were similar to the state mean,
indicating that the sample for this study was fairly representative of districts across the state.
Table 4.1
Characteristics of Participating SEAs’ Districts Compared to Statewide Means
Characteristic
Percentage of students receiving free and/or
reduced-price meals
Percentage of special education students in k-12
compared to total student population
Percentage of special education teachers
compared with total teaching staff

Sample
Mean
43.1

State
Mean
46.5

18.2

12.3

13.0

12.8

Special Education Administrators
Survey responses were received from 39 out of 147 SEAs (26.5%), representing 39 of
Maine’s 205 public school districts (19%) and 13 of Maine’s 16 counties (81.2%). Counties not
represented by SEAs were Piscataquis, Franklin, and Sagadahoc. Ratings of the importance of
SEA-provided supports were critical to address my research questions. Therefore, to be included
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in analyses described in this chapter, respondents must have completed at least half of the
importance ratings on each support subscale. This criterion resulted in the exclusion of one SEA
who had not completed any importance ratings. The final analytic sample of 38 SEAs
represented 25.8% of all public SEAs statewide.
The vast majority of SEAs were white (97.4%) and female (73.7%). Table 4.2
summarizes their professional characteristics. As can be seen, only one served as a first-year
SEA, with the remainder fairly evenly distributed across the remaining levels of service. Among
respondents, the majority served all grade levels with only a few SEAs serving at only the
elementary, the middle, or elementary/middle levels combined.
Table 4.2
Professional Characteristics of Participating SEAs
Professional Characteristics
Length of service
First year
2-5 years
6-10 years
More than 10 years
Teaching levels serveda
Elementary
Middle/Jr. High
High School
a

F

%

1
12
11
14

2.6
31.6
28.9
36.8

37
37
33

97.4
97.4
86.8

Frequencies add to more than 38 because administrators served multiple levels.

Special Education Teachers
Responses were received from 122 out of the 488 SETs surveyed (25.0%). Not all SETs
indicated the name of their district (nine SETs did not). SETs that did name their district
represented 12 of Maine’s 16 counties (75%), and 28 of the 37 identified districts (76%).
Counties not represented included Piscataquis, Franklin, Hancock, and Sagadahoc. The highest
number of districts responding from a single county were from Penobscot county (nine districts),
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but Cumberland county was the county most represented by individual SET responses (30
participants from six districts). Districts that were represented varied in total student population
from 137 students to 3,654 students. Thus, the completed surveys broadly represented most
regions of the state and districts of varying size.
As was the case for the SEAs’ survey, SETs had to have completed at least half of the
importance ratings on each subscale to be included in analyses in this chapter. Eleven
respondents did not continue beyond the introductory section of the survey and so were
eliminated from subsequent analyses. In addition, another SET indicated that satisfaction ratings
were based on the principal rather than the SEA, and so that SET’s response was eliminated from
the analyses. The final number of participating SETs whose data were analyzed in this study was
110. Similar to the sample of SEAs, the vast majority of SET respondents were white (98.2%)
and female (83.6%). Additional SET characteristics are reported below.
Professional background. Table 4.3 shows the professional background of SETs. As can
be seen, the majority of SETs were highly experienced professionals. Few respondents were in
their first year of their teaching career or in the first year of their current position. More than half
of the respondents reported being in their current position for more than five years and more than
half of the respondents had overall teaching careers greater than 15 years. A small percentage of
teachers reported less than five years overall experience, while nearly half indicated working in
their present position for less than five years. More than half of the respondents held a teaching
certificate to work with students with disabilities at the elementary (grades K-8) school level
while about a third held a secondary (grades 7-12) certificate. The most prevalent certification
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category was 282, the category for SETs working primarily with students with mild to moderate
disabilities (grade K-12). Few of the respondents reported holding a 286 certificate, the category
for SETs working primarily with students with severe disabilities (grade K-12).
Table 4.3
Professional Background of Participating SETs
Professional Background

F

%

282E (K-8)

63

57.3

282S (7-12)

40

36.4

286 (K-12)

6

5.5

No response

1

0.9

First year

12

10.9

2-5 years

35

31.9

6-10 years

25

22.6

11-15 years

14

12.6

More than 15 years

24

21.6

First year

3

2.7

2-5 years

13

11.7

6-10 years

21

19.0

11-15 years

14

12.6

More than 15 years

58

52.5

No response

1

0.9

Certificate type
Teacher of students with disabilities

Length of service in current position

Length of service in overall career
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Characteristics of special education programs. Table 4.4 depicts the characteristics of
programs served by participating SETs. As can be seen, the majority of respondents taught at the
elementary school level while about one-third taught at the high school level and one-quarter
taught at the middle school level. The most frequent caseload sizes were 8-14 students and 15-21
students, with only a small number of SETs reporting caseloads below eight or larger than 21
students. In addition, the majority taught in resource programs, while less than one-quarter of
respondents taught in self-contained/life skills programs and an even smaller number taught in
emotional/behavioral programs. Respondents who reported “other” often indicated working in
programs that were a combination of one or more of the three program types and constituted less
than a quarter of the total respondents.
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Table 4.4
Characteristics of Programs Served by Participating SETs
Program Characteristics

F

%

Elementary

50

45.5

Middle

28

25.5

High

39

35.5

1-7

9

8.2

8-14

34

30.9

15-21

41

37.3

22-28

18

16.4

More than 28

7

6.4

No response

1

0.9

Resource

63

57.3

Self-contained/life skills

19

17.3

Emotional/behavioral

11

10.0

Other

17

15.5

Grade level

a

Number of students on caseload

Special education program type

a

Frequencies add to more than 110 due to multiple grade spans taught
Special Education Administrators’ Perceptions of Retention
A primary purpose of the study was to investigate perceptions of the importance of

supports to the retention of SETs. Table 4.5 shows the results of questions pertaining to the
retention of staff in SEAs’ districts. As can be seen, over two-thirds of the respondents indicated
that retention was a problem in at least some years, although only about 10% of SEAs indicated
that retention of qualified SETs had been an issue nearly every year or during most years. Nearly
half reported that retention was a less frequent problem, occurring only during some years, and
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almost a third indicated that retention was almost never a problem. At the same time, responses
indicated that about 80% had vacancies to fill for the current year and nearly equal percentages
of SEAs indicated they were or were not able to hire fully qualified, certified SETs for those
vacancies. Similarly, almost 80% of respondents noted that they would have at least one SET
position to fill in the upcoming year.
Table 4.5
SEAs’ Perceptions of SET Retention in Districts Served by Participating SEAs
Teacher Retention Questions

F

%

How many special education teacher positions do you estimate your
district will need to replace/fill in the fall of 2018?
0

8

21.1

1-2

23

60.5

3-4

4

10.5

5-6

3

7.9

4

10.5

Most years

4

10.5

Some years

18

47.4

Almost never

12

31.6

16

42.1

No

15

39.5

Not applicable – no vacancies

6

15.8

No response

1

2.6

To what extent has the retention of qualified special education teachers
been an issue in your district?
Almost every year

During the current school year, were you able to hire fully qualified,
certified special education teachers for all vacancies in your programs?
Yes

Special Education Teachers’ Intentions to Remain in or Leave the Profession
Table 4.6 indicates SETs’ predicted intent to remain in the profession and their likely
reasons for leaving. Few SETs indicated an intent to leave at the end of the current school year
while more than half of SETs indicated they intended to remain in this profession for five or
more years. Retirement was the single most frequent reason cited for leaving the profession in
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the future. Nearly a third of respondents reported intent to remain a SET in either a different kind
of special education position or a similar position in another school or district. The remainder of
responses were nearly equally distributed between moving into a general education position or
into an administrative position, and leaving teaching for another career.
Table 4.6
SETs’ Predicted Length of Service and Potential Reasons for Leaving
Survey Question

F

%

How long might you continue in current profession?
Leave at end of this year

6

5.5

1-2 more years

13

11.8

3-5 more years

29

26.4

More than 5 years

62

56.4

Take a similar position in another school/district

22

20.0

Take a different kind of special education position

16

14.5

Move into general education teaching position

10

9.1

Move into an administrative position

10

9.1

Leave teaching for another career

21

19.1

Leave the job market

2

1.8

Retirement

29

26.4

What is the most likely reason for leaving?

Special Education Teachers’ Frequency of Interactions with Administrators
Table 4.7 depicts the interaction frequency of SETs with SEAs. As can be seen, just over
half of the SETs interacted with their SEA at least once a week, with the remainder reporting that
they interacted with their SEA less frequently. Only a small portion of SETs reported interaction
frequencies of less than once per month.
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Table 4.7
SETs’ Interaction Frequency with their SEA
Frequency of Interaction

F

%

Less than once per month

13

11.9

1-2 times per month

39

35.8

Once per week

23

21.1

1-4 times per week

26

23.9

Daily

8

7.3

Total

109

100

Special Education Teachers’ Mode of Interactions with Administrators
On the survey, SETs rank ordered the frequency of four different modes of interaction
with their SEA: in person, by telephone, by email, or by interoffice mail. Table 4.8 depicts the
rank order for each method of interaction ranging from most frequent to least frequent. Five
SETs did not provide a response to this question thus responses are based on 104 SET responses.
As can be seen in Table 4.8, nearly three-quarters of SETs reported that the primary method of
interaction with their SEA was by email. The second most frequent method of interaction, in
person, was reported by about one-fifth of SETs, followed by interactions by telephone and by
interoffice mail.
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Table 4.8
Frequency of SETs’ Mode of Interaction with their SEA
Mode of Interaction with Special Education Administrator
Rank of
interaction
mode from
most to least
frequent

Email

In Person

Phone

Letter/Interoffice Mail

F (%)

F (%)

F (%)

F (%)

1

78 (75)

20 (19.2)

5 (4.8)

1 (1.0)

2

16 (15.4)

47 (45.2)

31 (29.8)

10 (9.6)

3

9 (8.7)

29 (27.9)

53 (51.0)

13 (12.5)

4

1 (1.0)

8 (7.7)

15 (14.4)

80 (76.9)

Perceptions of the Importance of Supports to the Retention of Special Education Teachers
The primary purpose of the study was to investigate the alignment between SEAs and
SETs in their perceptions of the importance of SEA-provided supports in retaining SETs. To
address this purpose, I asked SEAs and SETs to rate the importance of 23 SEA-provided
supports on a scale from least to most important. Items were selected to align with each of
House’s (1981) four dimensions of support: emotional, instrumental, informational or appraisal.
In the sections below, I present results of analyses of importance ratings.
Support Subscales
The first step in determining whether there was alignment between supports that SEAs
perceived to be most important and those perceived by SETs to be most important, was to
compute subscale scores for each of the four support types. Subscale scores were calculated by
averaging ratings across the items within each of the four support types. As I mentioned in the
47

previous chapter, participants rated the importance of each support type on a scale from 1 to 4 (1
= least important, 2 = less important, 3 = more important, and 4 = most important), so the
maximum subscale score for each support type was 4.
Next, the internal consistency reliability of each subscale and the inter-correlations
among subscales were examined. The purpose of the first analysis was to evaluate whether the
scales demonstrated sufficient reliability to merit use in further analyses. The purpose of the
second analysis was to evaluate whether each scale appeared to be measuring a distinctive
construct, an indicator of construct validity.
Internal Consistency Reliability of Subscales
According to educational assessment experts (e.g., Overton, 2003; Salvia & Ysseldyke,
2004), internal consistency reliability of at least 0.5 - 0.6 is adequate for a measure that will be
used for research purposes and to describe groups rather than individuals. The internal
consistency (coefficient alpha) of each subscale for SEAs and for SETs is reported in Table 4.9.
As can be seen, all the scales had sufficient reliability to support use in subsequent analyses. The
reason for the somewhat lower reliability of the Instrumental Scale for SEAs was lack of
variability: one of the items received the highest importance ratings by virtually all SEAs.
Without that item, reliability would have been .64.
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Table 4.9
Reliability of Support Subscales
Factor
Emotional

# of items

Cronbach's α

Administrator

7

0.66

Teacher

7

0.71

Administrator

6

0.55

Teacher

6

0.65

Administrator

6

0.77

Teacher

6

0.67

Administrator

4

0.71

Teacher

4

0.75

Instrumental

Informational

Appraisal

Inter-Correlations Among Subscales
To determine whether each subscale appeared to be measuring a distinct construct, intercorrelations among the subscales were examined. As can be seen in Table 4.10, the correlations
were all positive and ranged from small to moderate indicating that although there was overlap
among scales, each of the scales appeared to be measuring a distinct construct.
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Table 4.10
Inter-Correlations among SEAs’ and SETs’ Ratings of the Importance of Supports by Subscale
Subscale
Emotional

Instrumental

Informational

Appraisal

Administrator

0.58**

0.65**

0.44**

Teacher

0.56**

0.40**

0.36**

Administrator

-

0.49**

0.40**

Teacher

-

0.45**

0.26**

Administrator

-

0.66**

Teacher

-

0.62**

Instrumental

Informational

**p<.01.
Perceptions of the Importance of Supports
The next step in the analysis was to examine perceptions of the importance of different
types of support. First, repeated measures ANOVA was used to compare scores across the four
support scales to determine whether some forms of support were rated as more important than
others. Second, I examined item level trends within the support scales. These analyses were
conducted for SEAs and SETs separately, and then examined to determine if trends were similar
for SEAs and SETs.
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Importance Ratings by Support Scale
Table 4.11 shows the means and standard deviations of importance ratings for each group
by support scale. The repeated measures ANOVA results for SEAs indicated that there was
significant variability in importance ratings across the four scales, F(3, 111) = 15.16, p =.00, η2
=.29.
Table 4.11
Mean Ratings of Importance for Each of Four Support Types for SEAs and SETs
Support Type

Administrators
(n =38)

Teachers
(n =110)

M

SD

M

SD

Emotional

3.65

0.28

3.43

0.40

Instrumental

3.49

0.38

3.39

0.41

Informational

3.33

0.43

3.07

0.45

Appraisal

3.26

0.45

2.99

0.54

The results of post-hoc tests with Bonferroni correction for multiple comparisons
indicated that emotional supports were rated as significantly more important than each of the
other three types of supports: instrumental (p = .03; d = .47); informational (p = .00; d = .86);
appraisal (p = .00; d = 1.03). Ratings of instrumental supports and informational supports (p =
.14) did not differ in importance nor did ratings of informational and appraisal supports (p =
1.0). Instrumental supports were rated as significantly more important than appraisal supports (p
= .02; d = .55).
Among SETs, the results of repeated measures of ANOVA also indicated that there was
significant variability in importance ratings across the support types, F(3, 327) = 46.61, p = .00,
η2 = .30. Post-hoc tests using Bonferroni correction indicated that importance ratings were
similar for emotional and instrumental supports (p = 1.0), and both of these types of supports
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received higher importance ratings than informational (emotional vs informational p = .00; d =
.85; instrumental vs informational, p = .00; d = .75) and appraisal supports (emotional vs
appraisal p = .00; d = .92; instrumental vs appraisal p = .00; d = .83). Informational supports did
not differ from appraisal supports (p = .39).
Comparison Between Groups on Importance of Supports
To determine whether there were differences between administrators and teachers in their
perceptions of the level of importance of each different type of support in retaining SETs,
independent groups t-tests were conducted to compare the mean importance ratings of SEAs and
SETs on each of the four types of supports.
The independent groups t-test results revealed a significant difference between SEAs and
SETs on the importance of emotional supports (t (3.73) = (p = .01). As can be seen above in
Table 4.11, SEAs rated emotional supports as significantly more important to retention of SETs
than SETs rated them to be (d = .64). There was no statistically significant difference between
groups for ratings of instrumental (t (1.357) = p = .37), informational (t (3.173) = p = 1.0), or
appraisal supports (t (2.809) = p = .54).
Item Level Ratings
To further describe participants’ perspectives on the importance of SEA-provided
supports in the retention of SETs, trends in ratings on individual items between and within the
support scales were examined (see item ratings in Appendix Table E.2). Descriptively, the vast
majority of SEAs viewed all items as important. Specifically, at least 71% of SEAs rated all 23
items as either more important or most important, and 90% or more of SEAs rated 74% (n = 17)
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of the items as more or most important. A majority of SETs also viewed almost all listed
supports as important. At least 64% of SETs rated all 23 items as more important or most
important, and nine items were rated as more or most important by at least 90% of teachers.
Out of the 23 item ratings, the items that were most frequently rated as most important by
each group of participants were also examined. Operationally, these were items that were
roughly in the top 25% in how often they were rated as most important (n items = 6). As can be
seen in Table 4.12, for SEAs, five of these items were on the emotional support scale and one
was on the instrumental support scale.
Table 4.12
Items with the Greatest Number of ‘Most Important’ Ratings among SEAs
Scale
Item

Prevalence of ‘most important’ ratings
(n = 38)
F
%

Emotional
Showing appreciation for teachers’ work

32

(84)

Being easy for teachers to approach

31

(82)

Giving teachers a sense of important that they make a difference

30

(79)

Noticing teachers’ efforts

30

(79)

Showing genuine concern for teachers’ program and students

30

(79)

27

(71)

Instrumental
Providing support when teachers become overloaded

For SETs (see Table 4.13), two of the items that were most frequently rated as most
important were on the emotional scale and four were on the instrumental scale. As can be seen,
there was alignment between SEAs and SETs in supports that were most frequently rated as most
important on only two items: showing genuine concern for teachers’ program and students, and
providing support when teachers become overloaded.
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Table 4.13
Items with the Greatest Number of ‘Most Important’ Ratings among SETs
Scale
Item

Prevalence of ‘most important’ ratings
(n = 109)
F
(%)

Emotional
Showing genuine concern for my program and students

75

(68)

Allowing input into decisions that affect me

65

(59)

Providing time for non-teaching responsibilities (i.e. paperwork)

73

(66)

Helping me during parent conflicts

66

(60)

Providing me with materials and resources needed to do my job

59

(54)

Providing support when I become overloaded

59

(54)

Instrumental

Special Education Teachers’ Satisfaction with Administrative Supports
In this section, I report results that addressed my second research question: How satisfied
are SETs with the supports they currently receive from their SEAs? To address this question,
SETs were asked to rate their satisfaction with 23 SEA-provided supports on a 4-point scale
from least satisfied to most satisfied. This section included the same 23 supports that SETs had
rated on importance. The first step in analyzing SET satisfaction was to compute subscale scores
for each of the four House (1981) support types. Subscale scores were calculated by averaging
ratings across the items within each of the four support types. Participants rated their satisfaction
of each support type on a scale from 1 to 4 (1=least satisfied, 2= less satisfied, 3=more satisfied,
and 4=most satisfied), so the maximum subscale score for each support type was 4.
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Next, I examined the internal consistency reliability for each subscale and the intercorrelations among subscales. The purpose of the first analysis was to evaluate whether the
scales demonstrated sufficient reliability to merit use in further analyses. The purpose of the
second analysis was to evaluate whether each scale appeared to be measuring a distinctive
construct.
Internal Consistency Reliability
As mentioned above, internal consistency reliability of at least 0.5 - 0.6 is considered
adequate for a measure that will be used for research purposes and to describe groups rather than
individuals (e.g. Overton, 2003; Salvia & Ysseldyke, 2004). The internal consistency (coefficient
alpha) of each subscale for SETs is reported in Table 4.14. As can be seen, all the scales had
sufficient reliability to support use in subsequent analyses.
Table 4.14
Reliability of SET Satisfaction Subscales
Support Type

# of items

Cronbach's α

Emotional

7

.94

Instrumental

6

.83

Informational

6

.84

Appraisal

4

.81

Inter-Correlations Among Subscales
To determine whether each subscale appeared to be measuring a distinct construct, intercorrelations among the subscales were examined. As can be seen in Table 4.15, correlations
between the subscale scores were substantial ranging from .65 - .79. In other words, SETs who
tended to be satisfied with one type of support also tended to be satisfied with other types of
supports.
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Table 4.15
Inter-Correlations among SETs’ Ratings of their Satisfaction with Supports by Subscale
Subscale
Emotional
Instrumental

Instrumental

Informational

Appraisal

.79**

.72**

.77**

-

.70**

.65**

-

.75**

Informational

**p<.01. Correlation was significant at the .01 level.
Differences in Satisfaction Ratings by Support Type
The next step in the analyses was to compare scores across the four support types to
determine whether satisfaction with some forms of support was greater than satisfaction with
other types of support. Means and standard deviations for satisfaction ratings are summarized in
Table 4.16. I used one-way repeated measures ANOVA with Greenhouse-Geisser correction to
examine differences in satisfaction ratings among the four scales representing different types of
SEA-provided supports. Results indicated that there were no differences among the four scales in
magnitude of satisfaction ratings, F(2.76, 298.42) = .143, p = .923, η2 = .001. That is, satisfaction
did not vary by type of SEA-provided support.
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Table 4.16
Mean SET Satisfaction Ratings for Four Different Types of SEA-Provided Supports
Support type

Teacher Satisfaction
M
SD

Emotional

2.78

0.83

Instrumental

2.76

0.68

Informational

2.75

0.63

Appraisal

2.75

0.65

Comparison between Importance of Support and Satisfaction with Support
To determine whether there were differences between SETs’ perceptions of their ratings
of importance and ratings of satisfaction, I conducted paired samples t–tests to compare the mean
importance ratings with mean satisfaction ratings across each of the four types of supports. As
can be seen in Table 4.17, SETs’ perceptions of importance were greater than their perceptions
of satisfaction across all four support types. The paired samples t-test results revealed a
significant difference between importance and satisfaction for emotional supports (t (7.38) = ( p
= .00), with SETs rating the importance of emotional supports as significantly greater than
ratings of satisfaction with emotional supports (d = 1.00). There was a statistically significant
difference between importance and satisfaction for instrumental supports (t (8.54) = ( p = .00),
with importance rated significantly higher than satisfaction (d = 1.13). Similar results were found
for informational supports (t (4.77) = ( p = .00), with a moderate effect size for importance
ratings compared with satisfaction (d = .59). Appraisal supports also revealed a significant
difference between importance and satisfaction ratings (t (3.13) = ( p = .00), with a moderate
effect size (d = .41).
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Table 4.17
Mean Ratings of Importance and Satisfaction for Each of Four Support Types for SETs
Support Type

Importance
(n =109)

Satisfaction
(n =109)

M

SD

M

SD

Emotional

3.43

0.40

2.78

0.83

Instrumental

3.39

0.41

2.76

0.68

Informational

3.07

0.45

2.75

0.63

Appraisal

2.99

0.54

2.75

0.64

Item Level Ratings and Special Education Teacher Satisfaction
To further describe SET satisfaction with supports I examined trends in ratings on
individual items between and within the support scales. Overall, at least 50% of SETs indicated
that they were more satisfied or most satisfied with 21 of the 23 SEA-provided supports (see
complete list of satisfaction ratings in Appendix Table E.3). The two exceptions were the
emotional item allowing input into decisions that affect me (48% more or most satisfied), and the
instrumental item providing time for various non-teaching responsibilities (i.e. paperwork) (37%
more or most satisfied). Further, at least 70% of SETs reported being more or most satisfied with
the following SEA-provided emotional supports: (a) is easy to approach, (b) supports me on
reasonable decisions; instrumental supports: (c) assists me with proper identification of students,
(d) helps me during parent conflicts, and informational support: (e) provides me with knowledge
of current legal policies and regulations.
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Two support items were ranked as least satisfied or less satisfied by at least 50% of
SETs. The support item allows input into decisions that affect me, was rated as least satisfied by
19.1% and less satisfied by 30.9% of SETs. The support item provides time for various nonteaching responsibilities (i.e. IEP meetings or completing paperwork), was rated as least
satisfied by 33.6% and less satisfied by 28.2% of SETs.
I also examined the supports that were most highly rated and conversely, lowest rated,
with respect to satisfaction. Operationally, these were items that fell roughly in the top 25% in
number of most satisfied or least satisfied ratings (n = 6). As can be seen in Table 4.18, two of
the highest rated items reflecting most satisfied were on the emotional support scale, two were on
the instrumental support scale, and two were on the informational support scale.
Table 4.18
Items with the Greatest Number of ‘Most Satisfied’ Ratings among SETs
Scale

Teacher Ratings
(n = 109)

Item
Emotional
Being easy for teachers to approach
Showing genuine concern for my program and students
Instrumental
Helping me during parent conflicts, when necessary
Assisting me with proper identification of students with
disabilities
Informational
Providing knowledge of current legal policies and
administrative regulations
Providing opportunities for me to attend workshops or
conferences
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F
37

(%)
(34)

33

(30)

47

(43)

35

(32)

34

(31)

31

(28)

As can be seen in Table 4.19, three of the lowest rated items, reflecting least satisfaction
with supports, were on the emotional support scale, two were on the instrumental support scale,
and one was on the informational support scale. The appraisal support scale didn’t include any
items that were among either the highest or the lowest rated on satisfaction.
Table 4.19
Items with the Greatest Number of ‘Least Satisfied’ Ratings among SETs
Scale
Item

Teacher Ratings
(n = 109)

Emotional
Allowing input into decisions that affect me

F
21

(%)
(19)

Noticing my efforts

18

(16)

Showing appreciation for my work

18

(16)

22

(20)

37

(34)

15

(14)

Instrumental
Providing me with support when I become overloaded
Providing me with time for various non-teaching responsibilities
(e.g. IEP meetings or completing paperwork)
Informational
Providing opportunities for me to learn from fellow special
education teachers

Support Factors Associated with Special Education Teacher Satisfaction
The third purpose of this study was to examine factors that were associated with greater
SET satisfaction with supports they received from their SEAs. One SET did not provide any
satisfaction ratings, so analyses were based on 109 SET responses. Given the substantial
correlations among satisfaction ratings across support types and the fact that mean satisfaction
didn’t vary across support types, I conducted these analyses using the mean satisfaction rating
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across all support types. This index was computed for each SET by averaging satisfaction ratings
across all 23 items. Overall, the mean satisfaction rating across SETs was 2.76 (SD = .62) and
the results of reliability analysis indicated high internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = .96).
To address this purpose, correlations between SET satisfaction and six factors that
reflected differences in SET characteristics and job conditions were examined: (a) number of
years of teaching experience, (b) number of students on caseload, (c) type of special education
program, (d) intended length of continued service in this role, (e) frequency of interaction with
their SEA, and (f) mode of interactions with their SEA. In the sections that follow I describe the
relationships between each of the SET factors and satisfaction with SEA-provided supports.
Special Education Teacher Experience
First, the correlation between satisfaction and two variables related to experience were
examined: years in current position (r = .073, p = .45) and total years’ experience (r = .17, p =
.07). Neither correlation was significant, although the small correlation (.17) between total
years’ experience and satisfaction approached significance (p =.07).
Program Type
Next, the relationship between SET satisfaction and the type of program in which SETs
taught was examined. Table 4.20 shows the means and standard deviations of satisfaction ratings
for SETs working in four different types of programs. A one-way ANOVA to compare
satisfaction of SETs teaching in different types of programs indicated no differences between
groups in mean satisfaction, F(3, 105) = 1.32, p = .27.
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Table 4.20
Mean SET Satisfaction Ratings for Four Different Types of Teaching Programs
Type of program
Resource

n
63

Mean satisfaction (SD)
2.74 (.61)

Self-Contained/Life
skills

19

2.91 (.56)

Emotional/Behavioral

11

2.47 (.55)

Other

17

2.85 (.75)

Student Caseload Size
Correlations between SET satisfaction and the number of students on SETs’ caseloads
were examined to determine if a relationship existed between SET satisfaction and the number of
students for whom they were responsible. As previously depicted in Table 4.4, the survey
categorized caseload sizes into ranges: (a) 1-7 students (n = 9), (b) 8-14 students (n = 34), (c) 1521 students (n = 41), (d) 22-28 students (n = 18), and (e) more than 28 students (n = 7). Given
the small number of SETs with caseloads of fewer than eight students or more than 28 students, I
collapsed caseload size into three levels: (a) small caseloads (1-14 students, n = 43), (b) midsize
caseloads (15-21 students, n = 41) and (c) large caseloads (22 or more students, n = 25). A oneway ANOVA was then used to compare the groups on satisfaction with SEA-provided supports.
The ANOVA results indicated that satisfaction with SEA-provided supports was comparable
among SETs with smaller (M = 2.79, SD = .64), midsize (M = 2.78, SD= .61), and larger (M =
2.61, SD = .59) caseloads, F(2, 105) = .729, p = .49.

62

Intent to Remain in the Profession
To identify whether satisfaction was related to intent to remain in the profession, one-way
ANOVA was used to examine differences in mean satisfaction for SETs who varied in intended
length to remain in the profession. Results indicated a significant difference F(2,106) = 6.149, p
=.00. The results of posthoc tests with Bonferroni adjustment for multiple comparisons indicated
that those who intended to remain in the profession for 0-2 years were significantly less satisfied
with supports received (n = 19, M = 2.32, SD = .68) than those who intended to remain for 3-5
more years (n = 29, M = 2.82, SD = .52, p = .02, d = .82) or for more than five years (n = 61, M
= 2.86, SD = .60, p = .00, d = .84). Those intending to remain for 3-5 years did not differ in
satisfaction with supports from those intending to remain more than five years (p = 1.0).
Frequency of Interaction with Administrators
A one-way ANOVA was used to identify whether SETs who interacted more frequently
with their SEAs were more satisfied with the supports they received than SETs who interacted
less frequently with their SEAs. Table 4.21 shows mean satisfaction ratings for SETs who varied
in how often they typically interacted with their SEA.
Table 4.21
SET Satisfaction Means and Standard Deviations by Five SEA Interaction Frequencies
Frequency of Interaction

n

Mean Satisfaction (SD)

Less than monthly

13

2.28 (.61)

1-2 times per month

39

2.49 (.51)

Once per week

23

2.95 (.52)

2-4 times per week

26

3.00 (.58)

Daily

8

3.49 (.45)
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Overall, ANOVA results indicated a significant positive relationship between frequency
of interaction and satisfaction, F(4,103) = 10.20, p = .00. The results of posthoc tests using
Bonferroni correction for multiple comparisons indicated that SETs who interacted with their
SEAs less than monthly did not differ in satisfaction from SETs who interacted only 1-2 times a
month (p = 1.0). Both of these groups, however, were significantly less satisfied than the three
groups who interacted with their SEA once a week or greater (less than once per month vs once
per week, p = .01, d = 1.18; less than once per month vs 1-4 times per week, p = .00, d = 1.22;
less than once per month vs daily, p = .00, d = 2.3; 1-2 times per month vs once per week, p =
.02, d = .88; 1-2 times per month vs 1-4 times per week, p = .00, d = .93; 1-2 times per month vs
daily, p = .00, d = 2.07). SETs who interacted with their SEA once a week did not differ in
satisfaction from those who interacted 1-4 times per week (p = 1) or daily (p = .21), and those
who interacted 1-4 times per week did not differ in satisfaction from those who interacted daily
(p = .36). In other words, SETs who had interactions with their SEAs at least once per week were
more satisfied than those who had interactions less often than that. To further quantify the
magnitude of difference between these two groups of SETs, I computed the effect size for the
difference in satisfaction with supports between SETs who interacted with their SEA at least
once per week (M = 3.04, SD = .56) and those who interacted less often than that (M = 2.44, SD
= .54), yielding an effect size greater than 1 SD (d = 1.09).
Mode of Interaction with Administrators
In the final correlational analysis, the relationship between SET satisfaction and the
frequency of four different modes of interaction with SEAs was examined. As mentioned above,
SETs rated their frequency of interaction for each mode of communication using a rating of 1 for
most frequent, 2 for more frequent, 3 for less frequent, and 4 for least frequent. None of the
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correlations were significant; however, there was a small and marginally significant relationship
between frequency of in-person communication and SET satisfaction (r = -.17, p = .08),
indicating that SETs who identified in-person as a more frequent method of interaction tended to
be higher in satisfaction than SETs who rated in-person as a least frequent method of interaction.
Correlations between satisfaction and ratings for the other modes of communication were by
telephone, r = -.07; email or electronic communication, r = .15; and letter/interoffice mail, r =
.14.
Analysis of Written Responses to the Open-Ended Question
Twenty-four SEAs (63%) and 73 SETs (66%) provided a written response to the openended item: Is there anything else you would like to add about the importance of administrative
supports in retaining special educators? The analysis of this item was framed using the first
research question: To what extent is there alignment between the types of supports SEAs perceive
to be most important in retaining SETs and those that SETs perceive to be most important?
Through qualitative analysis of the open-ended responses, I was looking to further explore
whether SEAs and SETs had similar or different perspectives on the importance of different
types of SEA-provided support.
Using the guidelines described in Chapter 3, responses were sorted into three categories:
those that related to an SEA-provided support (n = 50; 7 SEAs and 43 SETs); those that related
to factors that were not within the control of the SEA (n = 44; 16 SEAs and 28 SETs); and those
that could not be coded due to vagueness or lack of relevance to the research focus (n = 3; 1 SEA
and 2 SETs).
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Next, the 50 SEA support responses were sorted by House (1981) support type: a)
emotional (n = 17); b) instrumental (n = 24); c) informational (n = 6); and d) appraisal (n = 3).
Additionally, responses in the four House support types were separated into two categories:
comments made by SEAs and those made by SETs, and then examined for alignment with
ANOVA results.
Emotional Support Factors
Repeated measures ANOVA results described earlier in this chapter indicated that SEAs
rated emotional supports as significantly more important in retaining SETs than the other three
types of supports while SETs rated emotional and instrumental supports similarly and more
important than the other two types of supports. Additionally, SEAs rated emotional supports as
significantly more important to retention of SETs than SETs’ did. In the next section, I describe
the types of emotional factors that SEAs or SETs mentioned in their written comments, starting
with SEAs’ responses first.
Special Education Administrator Responses
Only two SEA responses addressed emotional support. I compared these two responses to
the seven items on the emotional support scale to see whether content aligned. Although
comments didn’t align perfectly with the wording of the individual items they did align with the
broader definition of emotional supports, particularly with regard to maintaining open
communication. One SEA wrote “Frequent check ins to listen to them” while the other SEA
wrote:
I believe that it is significant for the Director to connect with special education staff
including educational technicians as equal partners in this stressful and highly
regulated field, such that they feel that they are in a team-based relationship. Nothing is
as damaging to the morale and sense of purpose for a special educator as feeling alone
and unsupported.

66

Special Education Teacher Responses
Fifteen open-ended responses from SETs (21%) addressed emotional supports. Some of
these comments reflected satisfaction with current emotional supports and others reflected
dissatisfaction. Illustrative examples of different perspectives are provided below.
As with the SEA responses, SET responses did not align precisely with items on the
emotional support scale but similarities existed. The item allowing input into decisions that affect
me was one of the six items rated as most important to retention by SETs and two of the openended responses written by SETs also reflected this type of support and their perception of
dissatisfaction with this type of support. For example, one SET wrote, “Allow professional staff
to make decisions, support them in these, and do not attempt to micro-manage.” And another
SET wrote, “Providing resources and allowing us to be a part of the decision making are very
important.” SETs rated the item allowing input into decisions that affect me as one of the six
items for which they were least satisfied.
SEAs ranked the item showing appreciation for teachers’ work in the top six for
importance while SETs ranked this item in the lowest six for satisfaction. Three SET open-ended
responses aligned with this item. One SET response related a positive experience for feeling
appreciated. She wrote:
I have worked out of state where I didn’t feel appreciated or supported. I suffered daily
headaches and wasn’t sure how long I would last in teaching. I also felt that I was a
failure at teaching. Since moving to Maine I have had a totally different experience. I no
longer suffer from daily headaches and I love going to work every day.
Another SET wrote about a desire to be appreciated, “Value and support them. Show them that
their effort is appreciated...not just a general e-mail to teachers.” Similarly, another SET wrote,
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“Special Educators are smart people and at the front lines of work with students, teachers,
administrators, parents, etc… All we ask is to be recognized and appreciated for our knowledge
and insights.”
Having an SEA who they could easily access also appeared to be important to SETs as
reflected by three SET responses that aligned with the item being easy for teachers to approach.
For example, this SET’s recommendation was, “Very important that a special ed director is very
approachable and visible” while another SET wrote, “An approachable, warm administrator who
communicates clearly is also important.” This item was not in the SET top six for importance in
retaining SETs; however, this item was in the lowest six on SET satisfaction.
Both SEAs and SETs ranked the emotional support item showing genuine concern for
teachers’ program and students in the top six on importance. One SET response aligned with
this item, “The special ed director in my district is amazing and she is very helpful with
everything. She is knowledgeable and cares a lot about what I need and what my students need.”
This response supports ANOVA results that placed this item as one of the top six on satisfaction
among SETs.
Instrumental Support Factors
Repeated measure ANOVA results of analyses indicated that SETs ranked instrumental
supports as higher in importance than informational or appraisal supports, but not higher than
emotional supports. In fact, among SETs, two-thirds of the items in the top 25% in importance
ratings related to instrumental support. In contrast, among SEAs, only one item that fell in the
top 25% in importance ratings related to instrumental supports. Only four SEAs (17% of all SEA
open-ended responses) compared with 20 SETs (27% of all teacher open-ended responses) wrote
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responses that aligned with instrumental supports, which suggests that these types of supports
may be of more importance to SETs than SEAs. SEA and SET open-ended responses were
separated to compare comments, and are described separately in the section that follows.
Special Education Administrator Responses
Both SEAs and SETs ranked the instrumental item providing support when teachers
become overloaded in the top six for importance in retaining SETs. Three of four SEA openended responses addressed this item. For example, one wrote, “It is important to provide clarity
and support for the completion of required documents, as that seems to be the most intimidating
part of their work.” Another SEA explained how her supports helped to retain staff, “I retain
people because I attend the meetings, do the written notices, and do as much of the IEP as I can –
they do present levels and goals.” The response of the last SEA in this group aligned with the
item providing teachers with time for various non-teaching responsibilities, “The job of a special
educator is so complex and they do need extra time to focus on relationships with
parents/families and completing the paperwork and case management responsibilities.”
Special Education Teacher Responses
Four of the SETs’ top six rated items for importance in retaining SETs aligned with
instrumental supports. As mentioned previously, one item, providing support when teachers
become overloaded, was also a top six item for SEAs. This item was also in the lowest six on
satisfaction among SETs. Six of the 20 SETs (30%) whose responses related to instrumental
supports wrote about this item. One SET expressed satisfaction with current supports in this area:
My current special education director completes all paperwork generated by each
meeting. This is a huge help to the teacher obviously. This allows the teacher to focus on
being a teacher. Previous directors that I have worked under have not had this policy, and
so much of my time was eaten up by the paperwork load, that I did little teaching and my
ed tech did most of that task.
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Other SETs expressed more frustration with their current supports. For example, one SET wrote:
I feel like our Sped Administrator is far removed from daily duties, lessons, and issues
that Sped Teachers deal with every day. There is no reality around the amount of
paperwork we do outside of school hours. I keep hearing “that is part of case
management.” Well spending my weekends on paperwork is not okay and it has gotten
only worse lately. There is zero support for new staff and the turnover has been
unbelievable.
This sentiment was echoed by another SET who wrote:
Don’t cc the principal when there is an issue with your paperwork. Please go to the
teacher and ask if there is something the administrator can do to support you in getting
paperwork done. Also, support with scheduling meetings. Trying to get ahold of a parent,
schedule around a parent, teachers, and an administrator is so time consuming. It’s a very
frustrating part of the job! The only time I hear from my director is when there’s a
problem. I dread seeing her walk into my room. It’s not that she isn’t a nice person, she
just needs to be around more than just if there’s a problem.
Another top six item for importance as ranked by SETs was the instrumental item
providing me with time for various non-teaching responsibilities. This item was also ranked in
the lowest six among SETs on satisfaction with current supports. Eight SET open-ended
responses referenced time and the general consensus was that more time was needed to complete
tasks. For example, one SET wrote, “There isn’t enough time in the day to do all parts of our job
well. We need admin who recognize that and make carving out time in our schedules to do all
the parts a priority.” Another SET cited lack of time as a possible reason to leave her
employment, “I have considered leaving my district several times because special education
teachers are not given adequate time to fulfill our case management responsibilities…My
teaching responsibilities and case management responsibilities could each be full time jobs.” One
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SET concurred that there isn’t enough time but explained how her SEA gives her support for
time:
When IEP meetings are scheduled 2 and 3 a month, there is not enough time to do
classroom duties and complete the paperwork involved in a timely manner. When this
happens, my administrator has helped me by providing a sub in the classroom and
allowing me to sit in a quiet space and just get the paperwork done.
Some comments aligned with two or three instrumental items. For example, this
response written by an SET aligned with the previously mentioned item providing me with time
for various non-teaching responsibilities as well as the item providing materials and resources
needed to do my job: “PAPERWORK is the hardest to keep up with and finding time to get it
completed. We need help with this!! We also need more resources such as personnel to support
students.” Extending this theme further, one SET’s comment aligned with the two items
mentioned above as well as a third item, helping me during parent conflicts, when necessary:
First, having clear goals, resources to meet those goals, and time to maintain
systems and to innovate is key. Second, when dealing with very difficult and
litigious situations it is very helpful to have an administrator who clearly communicates
and offers support and protection from unreasonable demands and criticisms.
Other SETs also iterated the importance of being supported during parent conflicts. For example,
one SET wrote, “Most important is intervention with litigious parents, protecting teachers from
harassment at IEP meetings by emails or other contact. ” This theme continued with this SET’s
experience with SEA-provided support during parent conflicts and speaks directly to SET
retention:
I believe administrative supports when dealing with challenging parent situations is the
most important aspect of retaining special education teachers. The amount of stress we
deal with on a regular basis is one thing but when situations arise, admin support is
crucial, especially with those more challenging parents. Without the support of my
administrators in recent years, I would most likely have left the profession.
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Informational Support Factors
Neither SEAs nor SETs identified informational supports in the top 25% on importance
to retaining SETs. Similarly, fewer open-ended responses aligned with this support factor. In
fact, only one SEA (4% of SEA responses, n = 24) and five SETs (7% of SET responses, n = 73)
wrote a response that aligned with informational supports. Results for each group are reported
below.
Special Education Administrator Responses
The sole SEA comment in the informational support category best aligned with the item
providing opportunities for teachers to attend workshops or conferences,
Provide access to high quality training that directly relates to the position they are
working in. Teachers come to us ill prepared to do the job. Schools must provide
additional training and support to help teachers learn how to do the work successfully.
Special Education Teacher Responses
Two items in the informational supports category were rated in the top six by SETs on
satisfaction: providing teachers with knowledge of current legal policies or regulations and
providing opportunities for teachers to attend workshops or conferences. SETs wrote about
professional growth and related personal experiences that aligned with informational supports
and expressed satisfaction with current supports. First, the comments of two SETs illustrate their
satisfaction with how SEA-provided support has allowed personal growth,
Administrative support has allowed me to grow as a teacher. I am able to get into
classrooms, team-teach with general educators, and support my kiddos where they need
me the most. My administrator’s willingness to take risks and have a growth mindset, has
benefitted my program.
My administrators are very adept at supporting my colleagues and I. I have been working
to complete my professional 282 certificate and they have been very supportive of the
process.
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Second, one SET reported satisfaction with supports related to knowledge of current legal
policies, “I am highly satisfied with the level of support that our director provides. She does her
best to keep us informed (despite the moving target of educational policies).”
Appraisal Support Factors
Neither SEAs nor SETs ranked appraisal supports in the top 25% on importance in
retaining SETs. Additionally, SETs did not rank this support area as an area of greatest or least
satisfaction and only three open-ended responses aligned with this support factor. All three were
from SETs.
Special Education Teacher Responses
Three SET responses aligned with appraisal supports and each aligned with a different
item. First, for the item providing standards for my performance, one SET wrote, “Making sure
that the evaluation system fits what we do. Our kids are on individualized programs so we should
be too. Just following iObservation goals, etc., doesn’t necessarily match what we do.” Second,
for the item giving clear guidelines regarding my job responsibilities, one SET suggested, “I
think that it is important to communicate what is expected and when it is expected.” Finally, the
third response in this category aligned with the item providing feedback about my performance.
The teacher wrote, “Having someone I know I can contact and receive feedback from in a timely
manner is invaluable.”
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Summary of Open-Ended Responses
Nearly equal percentages of SEAs and SETs provided a response to the open-ended item.
Similar to the ratings results that indicated that emotional and instrumental supports were
perceived as being more important than informational and appraisal supports to retain SETs, a
greater number of open-ended responses were also related to emotional and instrumental
supports with many fewer responses related to informational or appraisal items.
As mentioned above, SEAs and SETs ranked the two items: showing genuine concern for
teachers’ programs and students, and providing support when teachers become overloaded in
the top 25% for importance of SEA-provided supports in retaining SETs. Open-ended responses
provided evidence of varying SET satisfaction with each of these supports. First, open-ended
responses reflected that SETs were less satisfied with SEA-provided supports received for the
instrumental item providing support when teachers become overloaded. And second, SETs were
more satisfied with SEA-provided supports received for the emotional item showing genuine
concern for my program and students. While there were substantially fewer comments for the
last two support categories, the comments from SETs indicated satisfaction with informational
supports but mixed levels of satisfaction with regard to appraisal supports from SEAs.
The next chapter provides a discussion of the findings, limitations, and implications for
the results of this study, and describes the contributions of this study to the literature.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
Overview
School districts nationwide are challenged with finding and retaining qualified teachers
(McLeskey, Tyler & Flippin, 2004) particularly in the area of special education (Berry, 2012,
Sutcher et al., 2016). In addition, recent studies suggest that shortages in SETs primarily result
from insufficient retention of current SETs rather than insufficient entry into the field (e.g.
Bettini et al., 2015; Cowan et al., 2016; Podolsky et al., 2016; Sutcher et al., 2016). Many factors
impact teacher decisions to leave the profession but in their summaries of conclusions from the
Council for Exceptional Children (2000) commissioned Bright Futures Report on the topics of
identifying the barriers to delivery of high-quality special education programs and development
of an action agenda, Coleman (2000) concluded that perceived lack of administrative
understanding of and support for their work was a key factor contributing to the attrition of
SETs. In her critical analysis of the literature for SET retention and attrition, Billingsley (2004a)
summarized that work environment factors, including a lack of administrative support, impact
job satisfaction, commitment, and eventual attrition.
A few studies conducted in the 1990s and early 2000s investigated administrators’
perspectives on the supports that they provided to teachers (e.g. Coleman, 2000) and teachers’
perspectives on those supports (e.g. Billingsley et al., 1995; Littrell et al., 1994), but none of the
studies focused on supports provided by the central administrator who arguably may have the
most direct responsibility for and/or control over supports provided to SETs, the district level
special education administrator. The present study was designed to close this gap in the research
by addressing three questions about the supports provided to SETs by SEAs. First, to what extent
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is there alignment between the types of supports SEAs perceive to be most important in retaining
SETs and those that special educators perceive to be most important? Second, how satisfied are
SETs with the supports they currently receive from their SEAs? Third, what factors are
associated with greater satisfaction among SETs with supports they receive from their SEAs?
In this chapter I summarize study results as they relate to these questions, examining the
significance of the findings and describing how the results of this study fit within the context of
the broader research literature. Next, I discuss limitations associated with the study. Finally, I
identify some implications of the results for policy, practice and future research.
Special Education Administrator and Special Education Teacher Perceptions of the
Importance of Administrator Provided Supports
The present study utilized a survey instrument that was adapted from Littrell et al. (1994)
and that was based on House’s (1981) framework for categorizing administrative supports. As
part of the survey, SEAs and SETs from 38 Maine public school districts rated the importance of
23 administrative supports to the retention of SETs. Survey results yielded three major findings
about the perspectives of SEAs and SETs on the importance of supports that SEAs provide to
SETs.
First, SEAs rated emotional supports as more important to the retention of SETs than any
of the other three types of supports (instrumental, informational, or appraisal). The perceived
importance of emotional supports is a unique finding of the present study given that no studies to
date have investigated SEAs’ perceptions of the importance to retention of the supports they
provide. At the same time, the finding that SEAs viewed emotional supports as more important
than other types of support is consistent with a finding reported by Littrell et al. (1994) in their
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study of general and special educators’ perceptions of the importance and extent of receiving
supports provided by their building principal. Specifically, both the SETs and general educators
in that study rated emotional supports as the most important form of administrative support.
In the present study, an examination of the trends in the ratings of the 23 individual items
between and within the support scales provided further description of SEAs’ perspectives on the
relative importance of supports to the retention of SETs. Consistent with the finding that the
mean rating on the emotional support scale among SEAs was higher than the mean rating on any
other scale, five of the top six items in terms of frequency of most important ratings were on the
emotional support scale. Specifically, the emotional supports that SEAs perceived as most
important included: (a) seeing their teachers as worthy of concern, (b) giving teachers a sense of
importance, (c) noticing their efforts, (d) showing appreciation for what they do, and (e) being
easy for teachers to approach. The sixth item in the top 25% in terms of frequency of most
important ratings received was on the instrumental support scale: providing support when
teachers become overloaded. Similarly, most open-ended comments provided by SEAs related
primarily to either emotional or instrumental types of supports, with few comments pertaining to
informational or appraisal supports. Comments that related to emotional supports focused on
building relationships and maintaining open communication, while comments that related to
instrumental supports focused on finding ways to reduce the non-instructional responsibilities of
SETs or indicated practices currently implemented in their districts to support SETs in these
duties. Although prior studies have not examined SEA perspectives on the supports they provide
to SETs, the item-level results and open-ended responses addressed issues that have emerged in
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many prior studies aimed at understanding factors that contribute to the attrition of SETs (e.g.
Billingsley et al., 1995; Billingsley & Cross, 1991; Brownell et al., 1995; Cancio et al., 2013;
Gersten et al., 2001; Littrell et al., 1994; Miller et al., 1999).
A second major finding of the present study pertained to perceptions of SETs regarding
the importance of supports to SET retention. While SEAs rated emotional supports as more
important than the other three support types to the retention of SETs, SETs rated both emotional
and instrumental supports as significantly more important to retention than the other two types of
supports, informational and appraisal supports, with no statistically significant difference in scale
means between emotional and instrumental supports. At the same time, despite similar scale
means for emotional and instrumental supports, item level results for SETs indicated a tendency
to value instrumental supports over emotional supports. Four of the top six items in terms of
most important ratings were on the instrumental support scale and two of the top six items were
on the emotional support scale. Specifically, SETs attached greatest importance to four
instrumental supports: (a) receiving support when they become overloaded, (b) receiving
materials and resources needed to do their job, (c) receiving help during parent conflicts, and (d)
having time for non-teaching responsibilities. The two emotional supports that were also among
the top 25% of items in terms of frequency of most important ratings were (a) showing genuine
concern for their program and students, and (b) having input into decisions that affect them.
As can be seen by comparing results for SETs to those reported above for SEAs, only
two of the administrative supports that were most frequently rated as most important to the
retention of SETs were also most frequently rated as most important by SEAs, one item on the
emotional support scale (showing genuine concern for teachers’ program and students) and one
item on the instrumental support scale (providing support when teachers become overloaded).
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Similarly, most open-ended comments provided by SETs related primarily to either emotional or
instrumental types of supports, with few comments pertaining to informational or appraisal
supports. Comments that related to instrumental supports focused on issues around the large
amounts of paperwork, the amount of time needed to complete all of their responsibilities, and
receiving support to deal with difficult parents. Comments that related to emotional supports
focused on being involved in decision making or being respected enough to make their own
decisions, being recognized and appreciated for what they do, and having an administrator who
was available and accessible to staff. SET comments were generally of two types: (a) praise for
their current SEAs for their efforts in supporting SETs, or (b) complaints that not enough was
being done to support their needs.
The relative importance of emotional supports to both SETs and SEAs is somewhat
consistent with Littrell et al.’s finding (1994), regarding supports provided by building
principals. In that study, SETs’ rated emotional supports as more important than the other three
forms of support, followed by appraisal supports. In the present study, however, SETs rated
instrumental supports provided by SEAs as equally important as emotional supports, and items
that were most frequently rated as most important were more often on the instrumental than the
emotional scale. The difference in results between the present study and Littrell et al.’s on the
relative importance of instrumental supports may be due to the differences between the two
studies in both teachers’ role and support provider. Littrell et al.’s sample included both SETs
and general education teachers, and their survey asked teachers to rate supports provided by
building principals rather than SEAs. These two differences are important factors that could
account for differences in findings because SETs have significantly different job designs and
expectations than do general educators. Additionally, principal supports are quite different from
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the supports that SEAs provide (Billingsley et al., 1995). For example, by definition of the job,
principals are in the building daily and have more frequent and regular interactions with teachers
than do the SEAs who are central administrators with offices that may be in an administration
building or just one of many schools in the district. In addition, principals may have different
expectations of staff than SEAs do (Billingsley et al., 1995), and they may have less knowledge
of special education which limits their ability to provide instrumental supports such as helping
SETs think through conflicts and confusions related to their particular job demands (Gersten et
al., 2001). These factors could account for differences in findings between the present study and
the one previous study that examined perceptions of supports provided by principals (Littrell et
al., 1994).
The third major finding regarding the importance of supports to retention of SETs
pertained to the level of importance ratings on each of the four scales for SEAs versus SETs. The
mean importance rating on the emotional supports scale for SEAs was significantly higher than
the SET mean importance rating on that scale. The magnitude of difference, d = .64, indicated
practical as well as statistical significance. In contrast, the two groups did not differ in scale
means on any of the other three scales. This result is consistent with the trend among SEAs to
perceive emotional supports as more critical than other supports to retention, and for SETs to see
instrumental supports as equally, if not more, important. Although prior studies have investigated
support factors contributing to retention, they have not compared the perspectives of SEAs and
SETs on the relative importance of different types of supports, so this finding makes a unique
contribution to the research base.
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Special Education Teacher Satisfaction with Present Administrator-Provided Supports
A second purpose of this study was to examine the level of SETs’ satisfaction with
supports provided by SEAs. Survey results yielded two major findings relevant to this purpose.
First, satisfaction did not vary by support scale. That is, the mean level of SETs’ satisfaction with
SEA-provided supports was the same across all four support scales. With mean satisfaction
scores that ranged from 2.75 to 2.78 across the four support categories (using a response scale of
1 – least satisfied, 2 – less satisfied, 3 – more satisfied, and 4 - most satisfied), mean teacher
ratings fell slightly below the more satisfied category of response on overall satisfaction with
administrative supports received.
An examination of the trends in the satisfaction ratings of the 23 individual items
between and within the support scales provided further description of SETs’ satisfaction with
SEA supports. Specifically, I identified supports that fell roughly into the top and bottom 25% in
the number of most and least satisfied ratings. Consistent with the finding that satisfaction means
did not vary across the four support scales, the supports that were most frequently rated as most
satisfied were evenly spread across scales. Two were emotional (being easy to approach, and
showing concern for their program and students), two were instrumental (providing help during
parent conflicts and assisting with proper identification of students with disabilities), and two
were informational (providing knowledge of policies and regulations, and allowing opportunities
for professional development). Among the supports that were most frequently rated as least
satisfied, three were emotional (allowing input into decisions, noticing SETs’ efforts, and
showing appreciation), two were instrumental (providing support when overloaded, and
allowing time for non-instructional responsibilities), and one was informational (providing SETs
with opportunities to learn from other SETs). Taken together, this suggests that a gap exists
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between the importance that SETs place on SEA-provided supports and their satisfaction with
those supports. Previous studies support this finding. For example, teachers’ ratings for the
extent of support provided by their principal, were lower than the importance ratings they
provided across all four House (1981) dimensions (Littrell et al., 1994).
Second, results of paired samples t-tests indicated statistically significant differences
between SETs’ perceptions of the importance of supports and their satisfaction with supports
across each of the four support types. For all four support types, SETs ranked the importance of
each category of support greater than they ranked their satisfaction with each category of
support. The finding that SETs rated satisfaction lower than their perceived importance of
supports ratings is consistent with a finding reported by Littrell et al. (1994) in their study of
educators’ perceptions of importance and extent of receiving supports provided by their
principal. Specifically, Littrell et al. identified a gap between the importance that educators (both
SETs and general education teachers) associated with the different support dimensions and the
amount of support that they perceived they were receiving from their principals with importance
ratings being higher than extent of receiving these supports. At the item level, only two items
that SETs rated as most important were also ranked as most satisfied, while three items that were
ranked as most important were also ranked as least satisfied. As can be seen by comparing
satisfaction results for SETs to those reported above for SETs’ importance ratings, only two of
the administrative supports that were ranked among the highest for importance also aligned with
SET ratings of greatest satisfaction, one item on the emotional supports scale (showing genuine
concern for teachers’ program and students) and one item on the instrumental supports scale
(helping me during parent conflicts). In contrast, three administrative supports that SETs ranked
among the highest on importance, were ranked lowest on satisfaction; one item on the emotional

82

supports scale (having input into decisions that affect me), and two items on the instrumental
supports scale (providing support when I become overloaded and having time for non-teaching
responsibilities). The disjunction between the high level of importance that SEAs and SETs
placed on emotional and instrumental supports, and SETs’ rankings of those same types of
supports as least satisfied is of particular importance. The disconnect between importance and
level of satisfaction was also among the more prevalent themes in SETs’ written comments. This
indicates some tension between the feelings by both SEAs and SETs that these SEA-provided
supports are very important, and yet, SETs are less satisfied with these supports.
Similar sources of dissatisfaction were also echoed in SETs’ open-ended responses where
they expressed frustration with not being listened to, not having enough time for noninstructional responsibilities, and having little to no support when those responsibilities became
too great. Although few prior studies measured teacher satisfaction with specific supports, a
survey conducted by Littrell et al. (1994) included teachers’ ratings of the extent to which they
received the same types of supports included on my survey. In their study of SETs’ and general
education teachers’ extent of receiving principal supports, Littrell et al.’s (1994) findings provide
somewhat similar insight that increased satisfaction and improved retention rates were associated
with administrators who: (a) showed concern for teachers’ program and students, (b) encouraged
teacher participation in decision making, and (c) promoted a sense of the teachers’ importance.
The fact that the present study indicated SET dissatisfaction with being allowed input into
decisions is an important factor that may contribute to a decision to leave the profession.
Interestingly, one of the highest rated SET satisfaction items (showing genuine concern for
teachers’ program and students) was also among the highest for most important ratings by both
SEAs and SETs and was supported by several SETs’ open-ended responses that indicated
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satisfaction with and praise to their SEAs for caring about them, their students, and their
programs. Conversely, one of the lowest rated SET satisfaction items (providing support when
teachers become overloaded) received one of the highest rankings on most important ratings by
both SEAs and SETs. This finding appears to align with a previous study that concluded that
while administrators perceive that they are offering support to their teachers, it may not always
be the type of supports that teachers perceive as most important or the amount of support that
teachers desire (Littrell et al., 1994).
Factors Associated with Special Education Teacher Satisfaction
To identify factors that might contribute to SET retention, I examined the relationship
between SET satisfaction with SEA-provided supports received and four work-related factors:
teaching experience, type of instructional program, caseload size, and interactions with
administrators. I also investigated the relationship between satisfaction with supports received
and intent to remain in the profession. Analyses yielded three major conclusions.
First, there was no relationship between satisfaction with supports and teaching
experience (neither years in current position nor total years of experience), type of instructional
program, or caseload size. That is, less experienced teachers were as satisfied with the
administrative supports they received as more experienced teachers, teachers who taught in
resource classroom programs, self-contained/life skills programs, emotional/behavioral
programs, or other programs did not differ in their level of satisfaction with SEA provided
supports, and teachers with smaller versus larger caseloads were equally satisfied with the
supports they received from SEAs.
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The trends reported above are generally new findings in the literature because prior
studies have not directly examined the relationship between satisfaction with SEA-provided
supports and work-related factors. At the same time, a small number of prior studies have
investigated the relationship between leaving the profession and/or intent to remain in the
profession and teacher experience (George et al., 1995; Miller et al., 1999), type of program
(George et al., 1995), and caseload size (Billingsley et al., 1995; George et al., 1995; McLeskey
et al., 2004; Morvant et al., 1995). Results of these studies have been mixed. The career
intentions of SETs of students with emotional or behavioral problems were neither correlated
with years of teaching special education nor with total years of teaching (George et al., 1995).
However, in a study that examined factors related to the attrition of SETs in Florida, Miller et al.
(1999) found that SETs with less experience were more likely to leave the profession. With
regard to type of program, George et al. (1995) found that SETs of students with emotional or
behavioral problems who teach in self-contained classrooms indicated intent to leave the field
more often than resource room program type teachers.
With regard to the size of student caseloads, results of the present study indicated there
were no statistically significant differences in satisfaction with administrative support between
caseload categories or sizes. Previous researchers corroborated this finding indicating that no
empirical studies have shown a relationship between the number of students on a caseload and
attrition (McLeskey et al., 2004) and that no relationship existed between the caseload size of an
SET of students with emotional disorders and intent to leave (George et al. 1995). While
Morvant and Gersten (1995), in their study of urban SETS, didn’t investigate the relationship
between caseload size and SET satisfaction, they found that only half of the SETs in their study
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felt their caseload size was manageable. Further, in a study of urban SETs who reported leaving
teaching because of dissatisfaction, Billingsley et al. (1995) found that 33% of SETs indicated
that their class size and/or caseload was too large. Billingsley et al. (1995) surmised that it may
not be the size of the caseload that was problematic, but rather the diversity of caseloads that
teachers are expected to manage.
A second major conclusion of the present study regarding factors that are associated with
satisfaction was that there was a relationship between SET satisfaction and SEA interaction
frequency and mode. Specifically, SETs who had interactions with their administrator at least
once a week were more satisfied than those who interacted less often than once a week. In
addition, there was a small, albeit marginally significant, positive correlation between “in
person” interactions with SEAs and SET satisfaction. That is, SETs with higher incidences of
“in-person” communication with their SEAs tended to be more satisfied with their supports than
SETs with lower incidences of “in-person” communication. These findings regarding SET and
SEA interactions represent unique contributions of this study to the literature. Although I was
unable to locate any prior studies that have investigated the relationship between SET
satisfaction with supports and SEA interaction frequency and mode of communication,
Billingsley et al. (1995) examined SETs’ perceptions of supports provided by both SEAs and
building level administrators. Billingsley et al. (1995) found that a lack of regular
communication with and direction from central office administrators (e.g. SEAs), and little
recognition from their SEAs for the progress they made with students, caused SETs to perceive
that their SEAs valued legal compliance over student progress. Additionally, many SETs
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believed that SEAs were making decisions about their work without proper information and
input. This feeling of remote management left many SETs feeling “misunderstood, undervalued,
and powerless to effect change” (Billingsley et al., 1995, p. 9).
The third major conclusion to arise from analyses of the correlates of SET satisfaction
was that SETs who reported an intention to remain in the profession for two years or less were
significantly less satisfied with supports received than those who intended to remain longer.
There was no significant difference in satisfaction between those in the 3-5 more years category
versus those in the more than five years category. This finding is consistent with that of Cancio
et al. (2013) who found that commitment to remain in the profession of SETs of students with
emotional and behavioral disorders was related to satisfaction with supports provided by either
their principal, assistant principal, SEA, or other supervisor. From a practical standpoint, this is a
potentially important finding given that Gersten et al. (2001) reported a strong link between selfreported intent to leave and actually leaving the profession. Presently, the only direct estimate of
the national shortage of teachers comes from the Learning Policy Institute’s (LPI) seminal 2016
report A Coming Crisis in Teaching? Teacher Supply, Demand, and Shortages in the United
States (Sutcher et al., 2016). Sutcher and colleagues analyzed several national data sources that
track actual employment trends making these estimates more accurate than data obtained from
predicted intentions of teachers that may or may not have come to fruition. The LPI estimated
that the current shortage rate for all teachers, was nearly 8% nationally in 2012, and that firstyear teacher turnover was 41%. The LPI reported that while it is important to recruit more
teachers, those who are leaving the profession at alarming rates cause the better part of the
demand for teachers. Furthermore, they reported that dissatisfaction was reported as an important
reason for leaving the profession by 55% of teachers who left in the year after 2012. So
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establishing a link between a modifiable set of factors, such as satisfaction with SEA-provided
administrative supports and intent to leave the profession, represents an important contribution of
the present study to the field.
Limitations for Research and Practice
The findings from the present study should be viewed with consideration of important
limitations that could impact outcomes. Limitations related to the sample of SEAs and SETs who
participated in the study, the ability to directly compare administrator and teacher perceptions,
the reliability of self-reported perceptions, and the survey instrument used are all factors that
may impact results. These limitations are discussed in the next section.
Sample Limitations
Participation rate. One limitation that could impact findings reported in this paper is the
limited number of participants. Although SEA and SET response to the survey was within
acceptable limits for a study of this type (26% and 25% respectively) a higher participation rate
would strengthen confidence in the representativeness of the results and ability to generalize
from them to the state of Maine as a whole as well as to special educators in other states.
Additionally, the decision to only survey SETs whose SEAs responded to the survey limited the
number of SETs invited to participate. The goal of this decision was to ensure that perspectives
of the group of SETs who participated could be generally compared with the group of SEAs who
participated so as to keep the district contexts constant. So, participation rates are one limiting
factor in this study.
Participants. The decision to include only SEAs (directors of special education) in this
study limited perspective. Maine school districts vary in the levels of special education
administrator or supervisory personnel; however, most districts have at least one director of
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special education. Thus the decision was made to include only the top SEA in each district. In
many districts across Maine, SETs are supervised, supported, and guided by additional personnel
including assistant directors of special education, special education coordinators, and building
principals. While the input and interactions of these named personnel likely impact and influence
SETs on a daily or weekly basis, I was not able to include their perceptions, nor was I able to
obtain SETs’ perceptions of the importance of the supports that these people provide. In large
districts the role of SEAs is quite different and they may have very little interaction with the
special education teaching staff- instead, delegating that responsibility to an assistant director or
one of several coordinators across the district. My directions to SET respondents were to only
consider the special education director as the administrator. Had they been able to respond based
on any administrator with whom they had more frequent interaction or someone who provided
greater supports to them, I may have obtained different results.
As with any survey, we cannot know how non-participants’ views may differ from those
who did participate in the survey. Participants who chose not to respond, whether they were
SEAs or SETs, may have provided a different perspective of importance or satisfaction. Some
SEAs may have been too busy to participate in the survey. Some SEAs may have feared that
allowing their SETs to provide feedback would have reflected negatively on their performance.
The timeframe of this study was another potential limitation. Because the surveys were
administered near the end of the school year (a time that is typically known to be busy and
stressful for educators) participants’ responses may have been influenced by different emotions
and work demands.
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Measurement Limitations
The design of this study allowed me to broadly compare the responses of SEAs with the
responses of SETs who participated. Although 93% of SETs identified their school district, given
the small number of SETs representing some districts, I opted not to try to link SEA and SET
responses. Therefore, the inability to directly compare SEA responses with their own SET
respondents was a limitation in the study. Had I been able to link SEA and SET responses within
districts, I could have examined the level of agreement within districts.
Reliability of Self-Reported Perceptions
As with any study that relies on the subjective self-reported views of participants,
participants may not have responded truthfully, perhaps because they could not remember, or
because they chose to represent their perceptions in a different light. Personal events or feelings
of respondents may have clouded or enhanced perspectives. While all participants were assured
that their responses would be either confidential (in the case of SEAs) or anonymous (in the case
of SETs), some participants, particularly SETs, may have been wary to report dissatisfaction
with their SEA-provided supports for fear that information may somehow become known to their
administrators.
Factors Related to the Online Survey Platform
Finally, at least one feature of the online platform for the survey may have caused some
participants confusion and prevented them from completing the entire survey. Eleven SETs and
one SEA did not proceed beyond the demographic questions on the survey and thus were not
able to provide their ratings of importance and satisfaction with SEA supports. I suspect this was
the result of a lack of clarity in the online instrument that didn’t effectively prompt respondents
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to proceed to the next page of questions. While each page of the survey showed a small arrow for
participants to click in order to proceed, the arrow was small and there was no written
explanation of what to do in order to move forward in the survey.
Implications of Results for Practice
SETs in this study placed a high level of importance on emotional and instrumental
supports. Analysis of item level supports revealed a tendency for SETs to place greater
importance on instrumental supports. Based on these findings, SEAs should continue to give
priority to emotional and instrumental supports for their SETs. However, given the finding that
SEAs placed a higher value on emotional supports than did SETs, more work is needed to
improve SEA understanding of SET views and levels of satisfaction. It will be important for
SEAs to be aware that their SETs are often not satisfied with SEA-provided emotional and
instrumental supports. Improved communication, including opportunities for SEAs to hear firsthand what their SETs value, will help facilitate this alignment. In particular, SEAs need to ensure
that the specific types and levels of support desired by SETs are being provided.
Second, findings from this study indicate that SETs placed a high level of importance on
an SEA who is genuinely concerned about SETs’ programs and their students. When teachers
feel the work they are doing with students is worthwhile to their administrators they can have
confidence that administrators will do what is best, not only for the program but also for the
children. Fortunately, the majority of SETs in this study reported being satisfied with this type of
emotional support they currently receive from their SEA. One could infer that support of this
nature will lead to increased satisfaction with their role and greater intention to remain in the
profession.
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Third, SETs in this study indicated a high level of importance for instrumental supports;
and in particular, that an SEA should provide support to teachers when they become overloaded.
The job of a SET includes not only the delivery of specially designed instruction to students with
a wide range of needs, but also a myriad of additional responsibilities that require significant
amounts of time and commitment that cannot be completed within the confines of a typical eight
hour workday. SETs need, and want, SEAs who understand this challenge and intuitively
provide instrumental supports to alleviate some of this pressure. This could be in the form of
time, reduced caseloads, or increased clerical support personnel. As was indicated in the written
comments from SETs, involvement by the SEAs in assisting with the completion of paperwork
was greatly appreciated by SETs and allowed them to focus on their work with students.
Whatever the remedy, SEAs would be advised to address this need soon, as the majority of SETs
in this study indicated that they are not satisfied with the current level of instrumental support
they receive.
This study also provides a more nuanced look at specific areas of SET satisfaction or
dissatisfaction and the correlation between job satisfaction and intent to remain in the profession.
As previously mentioned, a satisfied teacher is more likely to remain in the profession. SETs
rated the following factors as important to their job satisfaction: help from administrators during
parent conflicts, an administrator who is easy to approach, assistance in identifying students, and
opportunities for professional development. Participants in this study were pleased with current
levels of support in these areas. However, SETs also want to have input into decisions about their
students and their programs, and more time to complete non-teaching responsibilities. In these
respects, SETs in this study were not happy with the current level of supports received.
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Based on the findings from this study there are several steps that SEAs can take to
improve SET retention rates. First, since frequent interactions with their SEAs predict greater
teacher satisfaction with supports, efforts to increase the frequency and to improve the quality of
communication between SETs and their SEAs should be of primary importance. Additionally,
SETs with higher incidences of “in-person” interactions with their SEAs tended to be more
satisfied with their supports than SETs who reported lower incidences of “in-person” interactions
with their SEAs; therefore, SEA efforts to provide more personal connections with SETs may
help improve SET satisfaction and retention. An environment of mutual and frequent
collaboration between SETs and their SEAs will be critical to identifying supports that SETs
most value and to gauge their ongoing levels of satisfaction with these supports.
Second, SETs in this study reported that emotional and instrumental supports are the
most important types of support that SEAs can provide. Therefore, SEAs should emphasize these
types of support in their interactions with SETs. In particular, SETs in this study expressed
dissatisfaction with the levels of support they received for completing non-teaching related tasks,
including having sufficient time to complete all aspects of their role (instrumental supports).
Additionally, most SETs expressed dissatisfaction with their SEAs’ efforts to notice the work
they do, to show appreciation for their work, and with the aforementioned opportunity to have
input into decisions that affect them (emotional supports). The emotional support item, allowing
teacher input into decisions that affect them, was ranked among the lowest in importance to
retention by SEAs, yet among the highest in importance by SETs. Perhaps the best way for SEAs
to support SETs in these concerns is to engage in frequent and open dialogue to obtain the
perceptions of their SETs satisfaction with the level and type of administrative supports they
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receive. As indicated in prior research, SEAs think they are providing support, but this support
may not be the kind of support, or the level of support, that SETs value and desire.
Finally, given the evidence in the literature that SETs are more likely to be dissatisfied
and leave the profession before their fifth year of service, more attention should be given to
developing relationships and providing support in the early years of teaching. During their first
few years of teaching, SETs may become overwhelmed with balancing instructional and noninstructional related tasks. In addition to maintaining regular interactions with staff and listening
to their needs, SEAs would be well advised to pay particular attention to the needs of their
newest staff members.
Implications of Results for Policy
Results from this study have several implications for education policy. Results from this
study could be relevant for both local and state policymakers, and perhaps national policy
makers. Given that SETs indicated a greater need for instrumental supports, especially for the
paperwork and IEP meeting responsibilities that accompany their instructional role,
policymakers should investigate ways to reduce paperwork for SETs, provide SETs with
assistance in completing paperwork and case management tasks, and to assist SETs in IEP
meeting expectations. State educational agencies could reconsider caseload limits such that SETs
may be responsible for fewer students. This would more evenly spread the workload across
greater numbers of teachers, thus improving individual student attention from teachers and
reducing teachers’ time spent doing non-instructional tasks.
Since money is often a big factor in all educational decisions, state policymakers could
also explore increased funding for education – specifically special education. Increased funding
may also be needed to help school districts hire sufficient administrative and teaching personnel
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to meet the current needs for special education and to manage the paperwork. Given that school
superintendents are often responsible for the supervision, evaluation, and professional growth of
SEAs, it will be important to ensure that superintendents are aware of these findings so they can
work to adjust budgets accordingly.
Programs that prepare SEAs for their role are essential to incorporating these findings
into future practice. Both local and state policymakers may want to find ways to provide
professional development to current administrators in special education to build awareness and
capacity for providing important types of supports to SETs that will also help retain the current
special education teaching force. Higher education programs that provide training to new and
continuing SEAs could include attention to House’s four categories of administrative support to
improve administrators’ awareness of the importance of this aspect of their professional role.
Additionally, professional organizations that SEAs belong to are an avenue to increase SEA
awareness of best practices to improve SET retention.
Implications of Results for Future Research
Future research should seek the perspectives of other personnel who supervise special
educators by including assistant special education directors, principals, and special education
coordinators. In some districts, the SEA is not the person who is most frequently interacting
with, supporting, and guiding SETs. By including the additional supervising personnel named
above, a broader perspective of support may be obtained. Further, a survey approach that allows
for comparison of administrator and teacher responses within districts could identify a more clear
picture of what some districts are doing to provide strong support systems and increased teacher
satisfaction. This would provide valuable information to guide both district leaders and state
level policymakers.
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Another suggestion would be to develop a mixed method study implemented in districts
with demonstrated successful support systems and high teacher satisfaction. This study could
include surveys, interviews with individual teachers and administrators, and observations of
interactions between administrators and their teachers. Gathering both snapshot data on
perspectives as well as more in-depth data to understand the views and experiences of special
educators could provide a deeper understanding of how districts support their teachers and some
potential models to be shared with other districts. Additionally, a mixed methods study, designed
as described above, could be implemented in districts with high and low retention rates to
compare how these districts vary in the supports that are provided.
Significance of the Study
Previous studies have noted that the retention of qualified SETs is critical to providing
special needs students with a quality education (e.g. Cowan et al., 2016; Podolsky et al., 2016;
Sutcher et al., 2016). The provision of administrative supports to SETs has the potential to
impact many factors that can increase retention (e.g. Coleman, 2000; Council for Exceptional
Children, 2000) including SET satisfaction (Billingsley, 2004a). This study differed from
previous studies by obtaining the perceptions of SEAs with regard to the importance of SEAprovided supports in retaining SETs and by also comparing them to the perceptions of SETs. The
results of this study indicated that SEAs perceived emotional supports as being more important
to the retention of SETs than other forms of support, while SETs perceived emotional and
instrumental supports similarly, and as more important than other forms of support. There was
alignment of the perceptions of the most important SEA-provided supports between SEAs and
SETs on only two support items that were deemed most important by both groups.
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There were varying levels of SET satisfaction with the current supports provided but
overall, SETs were generally satisfied with most supports they received. Generally, SETs who
tended to be satisfied with one type of support, also tended to be satisfied with other types of
supports. Yet, some level of dissatisfaction with emotional and instrumental supports in
particular were noted in SETs’ ranking of support importance, and in some of the written
comments. With regard to specific factors associated with greater SET satisfaction, I found that
SETs who interacted with their SEA at least one time per week were more satisfied than SETs
who interacted less frequently. SETs who experienced “in person” interactions with their SEA
also tended to be more satisfied with SEA-provided supports than SETs who experienced other
types of interactions. SETs who reported intent to remain in the profession for two or fewer years
reported being less satisfied with supports than SETs who indicated intent to remain in the
profession for more than two years. Length of service, caseload size, and teacher experience did
not appear to impact satisfaction.
Generally, findings from studies conducted in the past two decades have not changed.
Despite the comparative differences between this study and previous studies outlined above, the
types of supports that SETs have identified as being important to their satisfaction with their job
remain the same. Even though researchers have identified numerous factors that impact SETs’
decisions to remain in the profession, these findings do not appear to have influenced policy and
practice in improving the retention rates of SETs. Further exploration of these factors and
dissemination of these findings is needed to guide educational policy and practice.
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APPENDIX A: EMAIL RECRUITMENT FOR SPECIAL EDUCATION
ADMINISTRATORS
April 25, 2018
Dear Fellow Administrator,
I am a candidate for the Ph.D. in Education at the University of Maine and an assistant
director of special services in RSU#22. As a special education administrator, I am aware of the
tremendous challenges that we face in the recruitment and retention of qualified special
education teachers. Research indicates that administrative support plays a significant role in
helping special educators to feel committed, less stressed, and less likely to leave the profession.
I am seeking your perspective on the importance of different forms of administrative
supports that may help to retain special educators. You are invited to participate in an online,
confidential survey that will take approximately 5-10 minutes to complete.
To begin, click on the link below for the informed consent, to learn more about this
study, and to complete the survey. Thank you for your time!
[Insert Link]
Regards,
Mary Ellen Seymour
Doctoral Candidate
University of Maine
Informed Consent for Special Education Administrators
You are being invited to participate in a research project being completed by Mary Ellen
Seymour, a candidate for the Ph.D. in Education at the University of Maine. I have obtained
your email address from the Maine Department of Education online database of Maine special
education directors. My Faculty Co-sponsors are Janet Spector, Associate Professor Emerita,
and Janet Fairman, Associate Professor, both in the College of Education and Human
Development, University of Maine.
The purpose of this research is to obtain and compare the perspectives of special
education directors and special education teachers on the importance of different forms of
administrative supports in retaining special educators. The results of this research will be shared
in a written dissertation and presented orally in a dissertation defense. Research indicates that
administrative support plays a significant role in helping special educators to feel committed, less
stressed, and less likely to leave the profession. As a special education administrator and
researcher, I want to better understand the impact of administrative supports on teachers’
decisions to remain in the field of special education.
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What Will You Be Asked to Do?
If you agree to participate, you will be asked to respond to an online, confidential survey that
will take approximately 5-10 minutes to complete. The survey is designed to gather
administrators’ perceptions of the relative importance of different administrative supports in
retaining special education teachers. In addition to a few questions about you and your position,
the survey questions ask you to rate your opinion about the importance of specific supports in
retaining special educators using a scale from Least Important to Most Important. Sample
statements to rate your perception of importance include:
• Providing teachers with materials and resources needed to do their job
• Giving teachers clear guidelines regarding their responsibilities
• Providing frequent feedback about teaching performance
If you complete the survey, I will also invite special education teachers in your district to
participate in a parallel, confidential, online survey.
Risks
Except for time and inconvenience in completing the survey, there are no risks to participation in
this study.
Benefits
There are no direct benefits to you or your district for participating in this study. However,
findings from this study may be of benefit in informing researchers and administrators about the
importance of administrative supports in retaining special educators. By comparing the supports
that special educators and administrators believe are important in special education teacher
retention, administrators may be better able to provide supports that will be most valued by
special educators.
Confidentiality
Your responses will be confidential. I will remove your district’s name from the survey and
replace it with a code number. A paper key linking district names and codes will be kept
separate from the data in a locked file cabinet and will be destroyed no later than September
2018. Survey results will be kept on a password-protected computer. Research findings will be
shared through a written dissertation and an oral dissertation defense, and they may be shared at
conferences or in a research journal. Your district’s name will not be linked to survey responses
and the names of participating school districts will not be included in any reports, publications or
presentations.
Voluntary
Participation in this study is voluntary. If you choose to take part in this study, you may stop at
any time. You may skip any questions you do not wish to answer.
Contact Information
If you have any questions about this study, please contact my advisors, Dr. Janet Spector, at
spector@maine.edu or Dr. Janet Fairman, at janet.fairman@maine.edu or by telephone at (207)
581-2475. You may also contact me, Mary Ellen Seymour, with questions about this study at
mary.bowden@maine.edu or by telephone at (207) 391-2945
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If you have any questions about your rights as a research participant, please contact the
Office of Research Compliance, University of Maine, (207) 581-1498 or (207) 581-2657 (or
email umric@maine.edu).
To begin the survey, click this link [Insert Link].
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APPENDIX B: EMAIL RECRUITMENT FOR SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHERS
May 1, 2018
Dear Valued Special Educator,
I am a candidate for the Ph.D. in Education at the University of Maine, a former special
education teacher, and I am currently the assistant director of special services in RSU#22.
Through my experiences, I am aware of the tremendous challenges that we face as special
educators and the factors that impact our intentions to remain in the field of special education.
Research indicates that administrative support plays a significant role in helping special
educators to feel committed, less stressed, and less likely to leave the profession.
I am seeking your perspective on the importance of different forms of administrative
supports that may help to retain special educators, along with your satisfaction with the supports
you currently receive. You are invited to participate in an online, confidential survey that will
take approximately 5-10 minutes to complete.
To begin, click on the link for the informed consent, to learn more about this study, and to
complete the survey. Thank you for your time!
[Insert Link]
Regards,
Mary Ellen Seymour
Doctoral Candidate
University of Maine
Informed Consent for Special Education Teachers
You are being invited to participate in a research project being completed by Mary Ellen
Seymour, a candidate for the Ph.D. in Education at the University of Maine. I have obtained
your email address from your school district’s website. My Faculty Co-sponsors are Janet
Spector, Associate Professor Emerita, and Janet Fairman, Associate Professor, both in the
College of Education and Human Development, University of Maine.
The purpose of this research is to obtain and compare the perspectives of special
education directors and special education teachers on the importance of different forms of
administrative supports in retaining special educators. The results of this research will be shared
in a written dissertation and presented orally in a dissertation defense. Research indicates that
administrative support plays a significant role in helping special educators to feel committed, less
stressed, and less likely to leave the profession. As a special education administrator and
researcher, I want to better understand the impact of administrative supports on teachers’
decisions to remain in the field of special education along with your satisfaction with the current
level of supports you receive.
What Will You Be Asked to Do?
If you agree to participate, you will be asked to respond to an online, confidential survey that
will take approximately 5-10 minutes to complete. The survey is designed to gather your
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opinions about the relative importance of different administrative supports in retaining special
education teachers. In addition to a few questions about you and your position, the survey
questions ask you to rate your opinion about the importance of specific supports in retaining
special educators using a scale ranging from Least Important to Most Important. Sample
statements to rate your perception of importance include:
• Providing me with materials and resources needed to do my job
• Giving me clear guidelines regarding my responsibilities
Risks
Except for time and inconvenience in completing the survey, there are no risks to participation in
this study.
Benefits
There are no direct benefits to you or your district for participating in this study. However,
findings from this study may be of benefit in informing researchers and administrators about the
importance of administrative supports in retaining special educators. By comparing the supports
that special educators and administrators believe are important in special education teacher
retention, administrators may be better able to provide supports that will be most valued by
special educators.
Confidentiality
Your responses will be confidential. I will remove your district’s name from the survey and
replace it with a code number. A paper key linking district names and codes will be kept
separate from the data in a locked file cabinet and will be destroyed no later than September
2018. Survey results will be kept on a password-protected computer. Research findings will be
shared through a written dissertation and an oral dissertation defense, and they may be shared at
conferences or in a research journal. Your district’s name will not be linked to survey responses
and the names of participating school districts will not be included in any reports, publications or
presentations.
Voluntary
Participation in this study is voluntary. If you choose to take part in this study, you may stop at
any time. You may skip any questions you do not wish to answer.
Contact Information
If you have any questions about this study, please contact my advisors, Dr. Janet Spector, at
spector@maine.edu or Dr. Janet Fairman, at janet.fairman@maine.edu or by telephone at (207)
581-2475. You may also contact me, Mary Ellen Seymour, with questions about this study at
mary.bowden@maine.edu or by telephone at (207) 391-2945.
If you have any questions about your rights as a research participant, please contact the
Office of Research Compliance, University of Maine, (207) 581-1498 or (207) 581-2657 (or
email umric@maine.edu).
To begin the survey, click this link [Insert Link].
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APPENDIX C: PUBLISHING PERMISSION FROM SAGE PUBLISHING
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APPENDIX D: SPECIAL EDUCATION ADMINISTRATOR SURVEY
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APPENDIX E: SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHER SURVEY
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TABLE E.1
Content of Open-Ended Responses that Fell Outside of the SEA’s Role for Support
Open-ended Response Attribute

Admin

Teacher

Differences in General Education vs. Special Education and
School Culture

5

4

Role of Building Administration

1

6

Impact of District Resources/Budget

0

3

Lack of New Recruits to the Profession and College
Preparation/Training

4

0

Importance of Peer Support

2

1

Importance of Other Personnel (e.g. Instructional Strategist
Support Person)

0

4

Sustainability of Multiple Role Expectations for Teachers and
Administrators (i.e. burnout)

0

5

Miscellaneous

4

5
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TABLE E.2
Frequency of the ‘Most Important’ Ratings for all 23 Items by Subscale
Administrator
Ratings
F (%)
(n = 38)

Teacher
Ratings
F (%)
(n = 109)

10 (26)

65 (59)

Giving teachers a sense of importance that they
make a difference

30 (79)

51 (46)

Noticing teachers’ efforts

30 (79)

46 (42)

Showing appreciation for teachers’ work

32 (84)

49 (44)

Being easy for teachers to approach

31 (82)

58 (53)

Showing genuine concern for teachers’ program
and students

30 (79)

75 (68)

Supporting teachers on reasonable decisions

15 (39)

52 (47)

Instrumental
Providing teachers with materials and resources
needed to do the job

23 (60)

59 (54)

Assisting teachers with proper identification of
students

17 (45)

33 (30)

Helping teachers during parent conflicts

26 (68)

66 (60)

Providing time for various non-teaching
responsibilities (i.e. paperwork)

18 (47)

73 (66)

Helping teachers solve problems and conflicts
that occur

22 (58)

37 (34)

Providing support when teachers become
overloaded

27 (71)

59 (54)

10 (26)

34 (31)

23 (60)

36 (33)

Scale
Item
Emotional
Allowing teacher input into decisions that affect
them

Informational
Providing teachers with knowledge of current
legal policies and regulations
Providing teachers with information on
instructional and behavioral techniques
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TABLE E.2 continued
Providing opportunities for teachers to attend
workshops or conferences

14 (37)

22 (20)

Identifying resource personnel for specific
problems teachers are unable to solve

15 (39)

34 (31)

Providing suggestions to teachers to improve
instruction

19 (50)

28 (25)

Providing opportunities for teachers to learn
from fellow special education teachers

16 (42)

29 (26)

21 (55)

37 (34)

Offering constructive feedback after observing
teaching

16 (42)

32 (29)

Providing standards for teachers’ performance

8 (21)

16 (14)

Providing frequent feedback about teaching
performance

12 (32)

22 (20)

Appraisal
Giving teachers clear guidelines regarding their
job responsibilities

Note: items in bold indicate ratings in the top 25% for frequency (n = 6 for each group).
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TABLE E.3
Frequency of the SET Satisfaction Ratings for all 23 Items by Subscale
More or Most
Satisfied
F (%)
(n = 109)

Less or Least
Satisfied
F (%)
(n = 109)

53 (48)

55 (50)

Giving me a sense of importance that I
make a difference

71 (64)

37 (34)

Noticing my efforts

68 (62)

41 (37)

Showing appreciation for my work

71 (64)

38 (35)

Being easy for me to approach

78 (71)

31 (28)

Showing genuine concern for my program
and students

71 (64)

37 (34)

Supporting me on reasonable decisions

78 (71)

29 (26)

Instrumental
Providing me with materials and resources
needed to do the job

62 (56)

46 (42)

Assisting me with proper identification of
students

91 (83)

17 (15)

Helping me during parent conflicts

90 (82)

19 (17)

Providing time for various non-teaching
responsibilities (i.e. paperwork)

41 (37)

68 (62)

Helping me solve problems and conflicts
that occur

72 (65)

34 (31)

Providing support when I become
overloaded

55 (50)

54 (49)

86 (78)

22 (20)

67 (61)

40 (36)

Scale
Item
Emotional
Allowing input into decisions that affect
me

Informational
Providing me with knowledge of current
legal policies and regulations
Providing me with information on
instructional and behavioral techniques
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TABLE E.3 continued
Providing opportunities for me to attend
workshops or conferences

76 (69)

33 (30)

Identifying resource personnel for specific
problems I am unable to solve

60 (54)

47 (43)

Providing suggestions to me to improve
instruction

64 (58)

45 (41)

Providing opportunities for me to learn
from fellow special education teachers

56 (51)

53 (48)

72 (65)

37 (34)

Offering constructive feedback after observing
my teaching

69 (63)

40 (36)

Providing standards for my performance

76 (69)

32 (29)

Providing frequent feedback about my teaching
performance

62 (56)

47 (43)

Appraisal
Giving me clear guidelines regarding their
job responsibilities

Note: items in bold indicate ratings in the top 30% for frequency of more or most satisfied (n =
7) and in the top 25% for frequency of less or least satisfied (n = 6).
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